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Foreword
Mid way through this Phd while trying to articulate my evolving thoughts on my research, i 
discovered that simple words i took for granted had multiple meanings and enacted actions 
across different disciplinary fields. during this conversation with an interaction designer on my 
project, i realized that the question i was asking was not being answered. i asked the interaction 
designer to explain to me what he understood the word implementation to mean. his response 
was one i couldn’t repeat because i could not understand the steps or concepts that were 
articulated, and recognized at that point that we had spent the last 18 months referring to 
apples and broom closets and we had no real understanding of each other’s world. in reflecting 
on instances like this (and there were many) i realized that writing this exegesis for a mixed 
design and business audience could be problematic and challenging from both a language 
and context perspective. i decided that i needed to share my own definition of strategy and 
implementation and to articulate clearly the context that motivated this research inquiry. 
the term strategy has long been overused and imbued with multiple meanings but in this 
exegesis i use the term strategy in its broadest sense to refer to new ideas introduced into 
an organization. Whether an organization is trying to change its strategic direction, develop 
new products, services or market segments or whether they are introducing new processes 
or practices, the organization is attempting to introduce something new to the way it runs its 
business. therefore, to avoid the multiple meanings in the word strategy, throughout this text 
i use the term new ideas to reflect the broad range of changes that organizations attempt to 
initiate. in addition the term Strategy Implementation refers to an organization’s activity (and 
hence ability) to deliver on these new ideas and in the text i simply refer to this as implementation. 
But what do i mean by implementation and implementation teams? in what context is this word 
applied and what are its enacted actions?
in 1999 while working in a manufacturing company, the executive team embarked on a project 
to consolidate itself as the leading manufacturer of laminates in australia. Some might call 
this new idea an objective, a mission, a goal, a strategy, a vision, or purpose. this new idea 
involved a merger, an acquisition and devolution of different parts of the company’s business. 
this in turn set off a chain of multiple projects to redesign the company’s branding strategy, its 
distribution network, its manufacturing configurations, its information systems and its internal 
structures to manage the new product portfolio. My research is about the day to day formation 
and dispersement of multidisciplinary teams, made up of senior managers and operational staff 
who are pulled together to design what the new idea and its various systems will look like and 
to make the idea work, whether this involves external resources (consultants) or not. added to 
this complexity is the fact that often people will be members of multiple project teams working 
on separate initiatives consecutively. these conversations require both big picture visioning 
and detailed knowledge. it requires creative thinking and analytical insight to deal with the 
complex interdependencies and to make the right decisions. this is my experience of the word 
implementation and the context that i am interested in improving through this investigation. 
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Abstract
this research set out to investigate how project teams can facilitate what i term Systemic 
conversations where the implications and consequences of new ideas are surfaced for 
deliberation. conversations that go beyond the design of new ideas to the messy space of 
implementation, where a myriad of decisions are made to ensure the new idea is effectively 
designed and integrated into an organization’s chosen way of working and thinking. 
conversations, which i found difficult to initiate in my 17 years in various business roles and 
where i found the tools, thinking and methods from my own business paradigm insufficient. 
For this investigation i looked to the field of design for answers and worked as an embedded 
researcher within two design teams. design is a field that in recent years has made inroads 
into both the business literature and its practices around innovation and ideation and i wanted 
to explore what it could offer in the field of implementation. i spent 18 months participating, 
observing and reflecting on the design team’s methods, tools and way of thinking; how they did 
or did not respond to the systemic issues that arose and what leverage if any, this discipline 
could offer to this business challenge.
through this investigation i learnt that design did have agency in this implementation space but 
this space was not an easy fit with all designers. implementation challenged values and practices 
that make design so successful in the innovation arena. importantly, this research revealed that 
enabling systemic conversations required deeper fundamental changes to the way we work, 
beyond merely defining steps and processes to facilitate these conversations. that in order to 
surface and work with systemic issues there had to be eight enabling conditions presents. these 
conditions could only be created through understanding and changing the way we think about 
task (doing), skill (knowing & thinking) and paradigm (valuing and believing). that in order 
to surface and work with systemic issues, both business and design needed to examine their 
existing practices and develop new models with which to facilitate systemic conversations.  
these insights have implications for how we educate business and design students to not only 
see systemically but how to appreciate and capitalize on each others strengths.
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ChAPTER 1 
Situating the Research 
and the Researcher 
“As a self reflective practitioner you need to be aware 
of what drives your life and work so you can be clear 
about what you are doing and why you are doing It”
Jean McNiff (2002 p9)
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CHAPTER 1 – SiTuATing THE RESEARCH And THE RESEARCHER SiTuATing THE RESEARCH And THE RESEARCHER – CHAPTER 1 
20
CHAPTER 1 – SiTuATing THE RESEARCH And THE RESEARCHER SiTuATing THE RESEARCH And THE RESEARCHER – CHAPTER 1 
21
t at the e ea ch a the e ea che cha te
Introduction
this practice-based research set out to investigate how project teams can enable what i term 
systemic conversations, where the implications and consequences of new ideas are surfaced for 
deliberation. conversations, that go beyond the design of new ideas (products, services, strategic 
directions or processes), to the messy space of implementation. implementation is where a 
myriad of decisions are made to ensure the new idea is effectively designed and integrated into 
an organization’s chosen way of working and thinking. conversations, during my 17 years in 
marketing and strategic planning roles i found difficult to initiate.
during my professional practice i strongly believed that enabling systemic conversations was 
critical to successfully implementing new ideas, but i could not see the solution in the linear, 
sequential model in which i worked. What i did know when i embarked on this Phd was that the 
business tools i had while valuable were insufficient for this task. Business needed new ways of 
thinking and acting and with this research i turned to the field of design for some insights. 
i chose a practice-based methodology for this inquiry because i wanted this research 
to contribute both to theory, and to my own practice going forward. this practice based 
methodology allowed me to think about, analyze, experiment and learn about my existing 
practice and the shifts i needed to make in order to enable systemic conversations. i conducted 
this research primarily as an embedded researcher within two design teams tasked with 
delivering their project briefs. in choosing a design context to investigate this research, i was 
both curious to see what the field of design could offer in this implementation space and to see 
what the discipline itself understood about this space. 
as reflected in the title of this exegesis i started this inquiry with two central questions
How do we enable systemic conversations for dialogue? (In other words how do we surface and explore 
hidden implications) and What is design’s agency in this endeavor?
during this inquiry i recognized that embedded in these initial questions were deeper questions 
that i believe this inquiry has allowed me to begin to answer. in enabling systemic conversations 
i also wanted to understand:
Why are systemic conversations resisted?
How do we mitigate this resistance? 
in exploring design’s agency i found myself reflecting on:
How does design frame, understand and experience the space of implementation?
How does design think about and work with systemic implications?
Are there any ramifications for design working in this space?
20
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While this research investigation has been about enabling systemic conversations, this 
investigation has taken me on multiple journeys. this research has been about surfacing, 
capturing, making sense of and telling the stories around these journeys in a coherent manner 
throughout this text. these journeys were around:
n understanding what i, the researcher, brought into this inquiry, my experience, knowledge, 
beliefs and assumptions. importantly how i learnt to distinguish what was me before this 
inquiry, what was new that i was learning through this experience and what was changing in 
my own beliefs and practice.
n Building a conceptual framework for this research by using the literature from an integrative 
field such as general Systems theory. how this led to a theoretical model of how to intervene 
in an organizational system and how a practice based methodology allowed me to explore 
this theory in practice. 
n how i navigated my way around the field of design to make sense of what design is, what it 
could offer and what were the ramifications for the discipline itself?
n What i learnt through my practice in my projects and my own experiments in enabling 
systemic conversations.
n how my research partners and the experience of being embedded in a different paradigm 
challenged me to question the assumptions underpinning my own practice. 
in this inquiry it was important for me to find ways to weave each of these journeys into a 
coherent story that is this research. to do this i needed to make my actions and thinking behind 
my practice explicit and to find ways to play these back to myself, make sense of them and find 
ways to communicate this practice coherently. in this investigation i used a variety of devices 
to make my practice explicit, techniques such as memo’s and conceptual frameworks (Maxwell, 
2005), learning histories (Kleiner and Roth, 1996) and visualizations (Kolko 2011, Brown 2009). 
While i share these tools in detail later, specifically for now i want to highlight the role that 
drawing and mapping played in this research and in the design of this text. these techniques 
were new to me but became integral to my ability to think through, synthesis and communicate 
this research. the accompanying portfolio, part B of this submission contains these drawings and 
facilitates the telling of my actions and insights throughout this exegesis. Within this text i have 
represented these drawings as thumbnails. these diagrams embedded within the text are not 
meant to be readable but are used as a device to direct the reader either to the accompanying 
document (Part B) or to an a3 size drawing contained within appendix 3 in this document  
(to access this just click on the thumbnail in the text). 
diagram 1.1 illustrates the complete journey of this research 
inquiry. this diagram was initiated from my first attempts at 
drawing as i struggled to communicate this research through 
my writing. as time progressed, i found this artifact a great 
way to hold and represent my thinking as i began to work on 
each chapter in this exegesis. the diagram illustrates what i 
was doing, thinking and learning through this inquiry and the 
implications for practice going forward. as a practitioner this 
research experience has given me new skills and tools with 
which to unlock and communicate my thinking.
Diagram 1.1: A Researcher’s Journey
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it is worth noting that in working within these multidisciplinary projects i have been 
challenged. Firstly, i have been challenged because it is doctoral research which is different from 
conventional practice. doctoral research not only requires a broader contribution to the field but 
necessitates my ability to verbalize my thinking and action, something that is not often required 
in practice. Secondly, while i come from a business paradigm, my practice-based research has 
been embedded with design teams, exploring their language, tools and methods and navigating 
the space of their paradigm. in this journey, i have had to continually examine my nature (the 
sum total of my preferences, skills and experiences) to assess whether it was serving this enquiry 
or hindering it. Lastly navigating the boundaries of both the business and design discipline has 
been challenging. i share these experiences throughout the text and further in the presentation 
component of this submission.
Below i give a brief outline to the background of this research; where it is situated in the current 
literature; and how i went about this inquiry.
What led me here?
i began this research by reflecting on how my practice drove my interest in exploring systemic 
implications. i came to this practice based Phd with 17 years in business, reflecting on one of 
management’s perpetual challenges, that of successfully implementing strategy. during my 
professional career i have worked in marketing and strategic planning roles in both the service 
and manufacturing industries. in some of these roles, i was responsible for growth and revenue 
outcomes, and in others, i played a supporting role to decision makers through business analysis, 
building marketing information systems, and research. during this time, i have led and been part 
of project teams responsible for change programs initiated by deregulation, changes in strategic 
direction, year 2000 compliance and three mergers & acquisitions. 
the challenge in each of these events and the projects they initiated across these different 
contexts were the same. that is, anticipating the implications and consequences of our ideas 
and understanding the ramifications of our choices as the new initiative was designed and 
implemented by multidisciplinary project teams. 
during this time i had learnt that well designed ideas do not fail on their own merits, but in their 
implementation or specifically their integration into an existing organizational system. i have 
often seen new products and services fail and dismissed internally as undesirable to the market 
place, to then see another company take on this idea or to develop a new business around the 
idea. Flat packed kitchens, laminated flooring and ceaser stone benchtops are all innovations 
that i saw under perform, but which became household products made and distributed by other 
companies. Seely-Brown & duguid (2001) have highlighted that this phenomenon has been 
referred to as ‘fissioning’ or ‘second mover’ in the knowledge management literature where new 
ideas that are blocked within an organization, spread to another organization or competitor 
that deals with the idea more sympathetically. But for me, blocked suggests a stubborn refusal 
to listen to an idea. Yet these innovations in my own experience were supported by executives 
and their management teams but somewhere in the implementation choices the teams 
made they quietly killed off the success of these projects all with various ‘good intentions’. 
donald Sull (1999) has characterized this as active inertia, where good companies can make 
bad choices because of established patterns of behavior across what he calls four hallmarks 
where; strategic frames become blinders; processes harden into routines; relationships become 
shackles and values harden into dogmas. i learnt in my professional career that implementation 
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is complicated. Simply doing your market research and designing your solution well, does not 
ensure its success as some literature would have you believe. this is an observation, which has 
recently been coming through in the design literature as well (akama 2009). 
i had also learnt through these projects that 
while work environments held many practices, 
the origins and motivations behind these 
practices were not always visible. Figure 1.1 
emerged from my early work around building 
a conceptual framework for this research 
which is discussed in chapter two (diagram 
2.1). it captures my reflections on previous 
projects in my practice and highlights the 
various motivations i have come across. For 
example, the chart reveals that practices can 
be; motivated by unmet needs in existing 
processes; others give an inkling about 
people’s preferences in how they like to work; 
others reveal habits that may or may not be 
easy to break; and other drivers of practice 
such as identity are more complicated to work 
with. existing practices reveal elements of 
the organizational system and how it operates and is a rich source of implications that need to 
be considered. if left unexamined, existing practices can create diverse challenges for project 
teams to manage. i had come to believe that if an innovation was asking people to change 
the way they work then we needed to give greater attention to and have better methods for 
understanding existing practices. Without examining existing practices closely project teams 
can fail to effectively help people shift their existing practice; solve the problem the innovation 
was intended to overcome; or they could even lose the function and benefit that this practice 
supported. 
Seely-Brown and duguid (1991, 2000, 2001,) highlight how knowledge in organizations is 
generated in practice but implemented through process and that this is an enduring tension 
inherent in organizations which arise around the creation, flow and implementation of 
knowledge (2000, p88). this tension between practice and process had given rise to the 
development of management practices in the 90’s such as process re-engineering, quality 
movement and knowledge management. they highlight that practice is central to understanding 
work and that formal job descriptions and process manuals are abstracted from actual practice. 
that as a society we attach value to abstract knowledge where details are not important but 
can be worked out once the abstractions have been grasped. however, the authors highlight that 
abstraction distorts the intricacies and the role that details play in practice (1991, p40).
While practices are only one hidden element in a complex organizational system, this dynamic 
of valuing abstract knowledge over details i believe is a characteristic of our current strategic 
planning processes. While data and analysis is used to explore the external environment and help 
us make decisions of future directions, conversations around the internal environment are kept 
Figure 1.1: The Drivers of Practice
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abstracted. the practice of working out the internal details (at implementation) once the abstract 
concepts or objectives have been set for an innovation (strategy) is where i have repeatedly seen 
implementation teams encounter unanticipated challenges that undermine the innovation. i 
believed that systemic conversations were a bridge between the abstract and the detail where 
practices and other interrelationships are explored, but i could not see how to facilitate these or 
where these conversations could fit. i believed that if we could explore the details at the beginning 
of a project, then implementation challenges and consequences could be mitigated to a degree. 
i also believed through my experiences that systemic conversations were resisted because they 
went to the heart of an organization’s capabilities. capabilities both around its decision making 
abilities and in its ability to make the required changes that a new strategy demands. i had 
learnt that once a direction had been set, strategy developed, resources allocated and project 
teams had formed to implement and integrate the new idea, the simple act of initiating this type 
of conversation was often seen as unnecessary, insulting, threatening or politically incorrect. i 
had come to realize that once a strategy was set, it was not the role of the implementation team 
to question the strategy but to make it work by making detailed decisions and dealing with the 
issues that surfaced. i also realized that multidisciplinary team work more often than not, meant 
breaking up and allocating tasks to different departments where decisions were considered ‘their 
responsibility and not to be questioned’. these dynamics created resistance by project members 
to exploring systemic implications particularly if these existed across departmental boundaries. 
the opportunity to undertake my Phd emerged through my work with the acid (australasian 
cRc for interaction design) research unit at RMit. i had stopped working full time to raise a 
family and to go back to postgraduate study where i completed my masters1 and was lecturing 
part time at RMit on change communication. i began working part time as a research assistant 
within two acid projects, the Virtual communities’ project2 and Protospace3. these projects 
were my introduction to the world of design and particularly that of interaction design. i often 
joked to the team about ‘how do we expect people to effectively manage projects through 
distributed technology when we couldn’t manage face to face implementation’. i was offered 
the opportunity to complete a Phd funded by acid to explore this concern and they were open 
to my research contributing to design and business processes and not specifically distributed 
technology. i started my Phd in 2008 just as the Protospace project was ending, and this project 
as well as my previous work experience has formed my reflections about this enquiry.
1. Research was entitled ‘What inspires Learning?: understanding the conditions that foster learning and change’
2. Virtual communities researched the way distributed organizations translate ideas into action and how they 
handle collaboration. the project examined creative and strategic connections, principles and ‘how to’ models 
as a foundation for exploring tools and techniques that assist collaboration.
3. Protospace’s research focused on the use of user-generated content environments in the development of rich-
media production, particularly for advertising and television contexts. this project explored how advances in 
usability, consumer engagement and production models can improve creative production.
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Why is this research important?
i believe that our increasing need to deal with complexity in decision making is an important 
challenge for business and there are no challenges more important than those surrounding 
changes in strategic direction or innovation. as our own experiences and the literature itself 
often highlights, these initiatives have a high failure rate and often yield unanticipated 
and unintended consequences that undermine projected efficiencies, costs, revenues and 
importantly people’s way of life. 
the management literature is full of stories of how unsuccessful organizations have been 
with launching innovations (Kyffin and gardien, 2009, Zaltman 2003); implementing change 
management programs (champy 1995, McKinsey global survey 2008); the high failure rate and 
disappointing results in return on investment for new technology (Johnson 1995); changing 
people’s existing practices (cheney 2004) or transferring good ideas whether practices, processes 
or products from one location to another (Seely-Brown and duguid 2001, Kleiner & Roth 1996).  
it is not uncommon to see across this literature a failure rate of 70% widely quoted (champy 
1995; McKinsey global Survey 2008, Zaltman 2003). 
this failure of new ideas whether it’s the introduction of a new strategy, process, service or 
product is not a new challenge for Business, hci (human computer interaction) or to the design 
disciplines. Service designers and interaction designers have been reflecting on this problem for 
some time (akama, 2009). Suchman (eds. Boland & collopy, 2004, p170) describes the reported 
failure of products to deliver on promised benefits to either the economy, the organization or to 
working practices of the organizations members as a persistent trouble for hci practitioners.
While the context of my research inquiry is focused on business environments, i believe the 
value of this research is not restricted here. the complexities, challenges and consequences 
are exponentially greater for government and ngO decision makers and so too is the value of 
finding ways to work with this ever increasingly connected and interdependent world.
What has been tried before and why Systemic Implications fall 
through the gaps
the challenge of effectively implementing strategies and working with complex, 
interrelationships has been on the agenda of researchers and practitioners for decades. this 
valuable work and the knowledge it has created has bombarded management with a variety of 
theories, methods and tools with varying results. 
as a practitioner the biggest challenge in projects has been in navigating the information 
overload, making sense of and deciding between competing and often conflicting philosophies, 
methods and tools. alternatively the often poor execution of this research has seen many 
of these models and processes delegated to the category of a management fad (Seely Brown 
and duguid 2000, abrahamson 1996, Wartenberg 1996). Management fads are described by 
abrahamson (1996) as “transitory collective beliefs that certain management techniques are 
at the forefront of management progress” (p 254). these models become fads because people 
continually look for the new magic solution to managing organizations (Stapley 1996). 
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i drew diagram 1.2 to synthesize my thinking across this 
literature and to reflect on why i believe systemic implications 
fall through the gaps of these approaches. this diagram 
depicts four levels within an organization that business 
research is aimed at, what we know about this body of 
research and why i believe systemic conversations fall 
through the gaps of these approaches. appendix two contains 
the full analysis of this thinking. in reflecting on this literature 
i came to the realization that these approaches don’t help us 
surface systemic implications for three reasons. 
There is an incorrect underlying assumption about systemic implications
Firstly, there is an inherent assumption within these approaches that implications in decision 
making are a by product of knowledgeable practitioners, good conversations and effective team 
selection and processes. While systemic implications are often highlighted as a consequence of 
ineffective planning or the nature of complexity, there is not a model that i have found to date 
that explicitly identifies understanding implications as a critical step in planning and managing 
change. this explicit statement is often missing from models of strategic planning and change. 
this is reflected in early work by Beckhart (1975), Beer et al (1990) and Kotter (eds. hBR,1998 ) to 
recent rhetoric in the business literature (Bradley, hirt & Smit 2011, urbany & davis 2011) which 
highlights the 10 important steps to strategy. 
Our approach to capabilities is insufficient 
Secondly, i believe our current approach to working with capabilities does not allow us to 
identify systemic implications. the practice of building new capabilities through developing 
new structures and processes does not solve the inherent challenge of how do we coordinate 
and manage these critical multidisciplinary conversations when diverse stakeholders come 
together to make decisions. additionally, our approach to discussing capabilities in planning 
sessions keep the conversations at the abstract level and focuses on what is missing or what 
we need to build rather than what does the innovation mean to the current way we work and 
what are the implications that fall out of this. Lastly, the practice of using measurement tools 
(often by consultants) to assess an organization’s capabilities around predefined guiding ideas 
(customer centric, innovative and so forth) is arbitrary and abstract at best. these instruments 
are abstracted away from how work is really done and keep the motivation behind existing  
practices hidden. 
Diagram 1.2: Reflections on what we 
know: Analysis of Business Literature
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We need to give equal attention to the internal environment as we do the external 
environment
thirdly and importantly i believe we need to give better attention and develop better tools 
and methods for exploring our internal environment as diligently as we explore the external 
landscape in order to ideate and innovate. Stapely (1996) highlights that the nature of strategy 
is to question the very existence of the organization and that we underestimate the impact of 
what a new strategy can do to an organization’s sense of identity. that we often do not recognize 
that a new strategy will involve changes to existing ways of working which can also create losses 
that trigger powerful individual and collective reaction (Stapley 1996, Bridges 2003). therefore, i 
believe that change and innovation requires us to ‘learn about’ our internal environment and not 
necessarily ‘to do’ something to it. 
Why Systemic conversations
communication scholars and practitioners alike have highlighted that people are at the heart of 
change management and that communication is at the heart of people and when we really come 
to terms with what an organization is, we find that much of it is communication (cheney 2004, 
Barret 2002). Barrett el al (1995) highlights that discourse is the core of the change process, that 
it is here that we form bonds, we create, transform and maintain patterns and we re-reinforce 
or challenge beliefs. Karl Weick and Robert Quinn (1999) refer to the role of the change agent 
as one of managing language, dialogue and identity. that to direct change is to be sensitive to 
discourse, to share a set of meanings and a common thinking process. that change agents need 
to explain upheavals, where they are heading, what they will have produced by way of a redesign 
and how further intentional changes can be made at the margin. this second part i believe is 
important, the redesign and further changes at the margin do not refer to your new idea, it refers 
to everything else that will change around the new idea to accommodate it whether this is roles, 
relationships, reward systems, identity and so forth. these peripheral issues to your project brief, 
are what people may value and why they will resist or undermine any new ideas. 
We know that organizations by their nature are complex systems made up of complex 
interdependencies and interactions both between vested stakeholders and between existing 
organizational infrastructures. these systemic relationships, their dynamics and the implications 
to existing or new ways of working through these new ideas are not always visible. this is why i 
believe the leverage in complex systems is in enabling systemic conversations and making these 
dynamics visible for dialogue. i believe we need to reframe the focus for implementation teams 
away from ‘managing change’ to ‘enabling change’ through having the right conversations. this 
research is about understanding how to have these conversations.
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Why Design
the field of design over the past 20 years has extended its application from a traditional product 
and communication focus to services, strategy and systems (Buchanan 2004). the discipline 
has found new markets for the application of design, in particular its growing influence into the 
business and management domain. the value of design has been applied to strategic thinking 
(Liedka and Ogilvie 2011, golsby-Smith 1996), managing change and transformations (coughlan 
and Prokopoff 2004), design of services (Kimbell 2009, Meroni and Sangiorgio 2011,), interaction 
design (Lowgren and Stolterman 2004, Kolko 2007, Suchman 2007), experience design (Shedroff 
2001) and recently in policy design (Miller at al 2010, Owen 1998,2006) to name a few. it has 
been described as the key to surviving competition (Martin 2009) leading innovation (Brown 
2009), value creation (Owen 1998, heskett 2009) and so forth. the term ‘design thinking’ has 
been coined to distinguish the unique qualities that designers across these various specialties 
bring to a problem space (cross 2011) and with which business minded people can learn from 
(Brown 2009, Martin 2009, Liedtka and Ogilvie 2011). While there is some debate as to what 
constitutes design thinking or how it is consistently described (Kimbell 2009, Liedtka and Ogilvie 
2011) the value to business has been embraced by academics and practitioners. With this in 
mind i wondered whether design’s methods, tools and ways of thinking could be applied in this 
implementation space. i also believed that this implementation space was new for design, in 
other words design teams were engaged to innovate, design or build new ideas, products and 
services but rarely asked to facilitate or manage implementation teams. 
in the literature references to design’s application to implementation is at best nascent. there 
is growing recognition in the design field that designers have to be aware of the complexities 
inherent in implementation. authors such as Buchanan (eds. Boland & collopy, 2004,) have 
highlighted that this implementation space is different and that it presents a whole new set of 
complexities and challenges that business managers have to manage such as the integration 
of designs into manufacturing, marketing, and distribution decisions. Julia grant (eds. Boland & 
collopy, 2004) insightfully highlights the important and distinct constraints managers work with, 
that, unlike entrepreneurs or artists who are working with a clean slate, the manager “bears 
the additional burden of the pre-existing, or simultaneous, creative efforts of others” (p179). 
that resistance to new ideas and designs occur because existing “organizational, managerial 
and operational structures incorporate commitment, investments and human emotion, all 
of which must be reckoned with as part of the (re)design process” (p181). Miller et al (2010) 
have highlighted the limitation in best practice approaches and have argued for a best process 
approach which recognizes the complexity and non uniformity of project implementation 
contexts. 
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how I went about this research
Literature Review Pre and Post Research projects
Below i briefly discuss the key literature that informed this research and where i believe my own 
contribution resides.
From Management Theory to General Systems Theory
this research investigation required me to read widely across the field of management and 
business to understand why systemic implications fall between the gaps of existing approaches 
and to articulate clearly to myself why i believed the solution was not in these approaches. 
however, early in my literature review i recognized that the practice of breaking problems down 
into appropriate chunks for investigation left me with a fragmented, ever increasing and often 
conflicting view of organizational behavior and that this specialized knowledge was difficult 
to integrate. i decided to look towards an integrative field such as general systems theory 
to understand what it could tell us about the dynamics of organizations. the intent of this 
activity was not to add to this body of knowledge but to learn from it as i moved forward in my 
investigation. i also wanted to identify what the literature had to say about systemic thinking, 
a term that was often adopted in conversations, within the literature and now within my own 
research. this work influenced my thinking about; project teams and how they intervene in 
an organizational system, in particular the leverage inherent in the structure and process of 
design teams versus internal project teams; it influenced my research methods; it informed my 
practice and provided a basis for reflection throughout my field work and this write up. Further 
discussion of this literature is in chapter two as this literature was pivotal to how i approached 
the design of this investigation and which i describe in detail in this chapter, including the 
research methods that eventuated from this. 
From Communication and Conversation Theory to Boundary Objects for Knowledge Transfer
as highlighted earlier in this chapter, communication is at the heart of change and 
organizational processes. therefore how do project teams have effective communication and 
how do we enable the right conversations (systemic) is a central question in this research 
investigation. 
the field of communication is wide-ranging and highly diverse in its methods, theories and 
the objects of study (craig n.d.,1999). however there is a substantial body of literature aimed 
at management pertaining to how we should communicate. We (the people who work in 
organizations) have been told; that we need to engage front line employees (Larkin and Larkin 
1999); that how we listen is just as important as how we speak (nichols and Stevens 1999); how 
to recognize and circumvent defensive routines (argyris 1998,1999); how management can 
have a good fight by productively embracing conflict (eisenhardt et al 1999); how to develop 
dialogue skills (ellinor and gerard 1998) in both individuals and teams; how to work with mental 
models through acquiring the skills of reflection and inquiry (Senge 1998); and how to use the 
conversational learning cycle (Baker et al 2002) to construct meaning and transform experiences 
into knowledge. that as practitioners this can be achieved by attending to the boundaries that 
define and protect a space where conversation can occur and the internal processes and norms 
that shape the conversational interaction. 
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these are just some of the tools and skills offered to organizations to deal with the 
communication challenges inherent in our globally diverse and complex organizations. While 
the focus of this literature centers on the skills individuals, teams and managers need to develop 
in order to work and communicate effectively, my own research interest in enabling systemic 
conversations specifically led me to consider how artifacts can effectively initiate and mediate 
these conversations as opposed to requiring training or guidelines for participants to be able 
to engage in these conversations. artifacts that can effectively engage both management and 
front line employees and create what ellinor and gerard (1998) refer to as effective dialogue 
where we become aware of our thinking processes and work with collective meaning. this 
interest in artifacts, resonated strongly with the work of carlile (2002, 2004) on what he calls 
boundary objects. carlile (2002) describes knowledge as localized, embedded and invested within 
a function (and its practices) and that innovative problem solving within a function actually 
hinders problem solving and knowledge creation across functions. it is at the boundaries of 
these different functional departments that consequences often arise. carlile (2002) states that 
knowledge boundaries are both a critical challenge but also a necessity for that function to 
operate. 
carlile (2002) describes the role of boundary objects as a means of representing, learning about, 
transferring, negotiating, and both altering current knowledge and creating new knowledge to 
resolve the boundary consequences that arise. these objects are varied and include databases, 
forms, drawings, models, and maps. however he highlights that drawings, maps and models 
are the only category of boundary object that directly supports transferring knowledge because 
they work to establish a shared context where differences and dependencies can be identified. 
that effective boundary objects need to; establish a shared syntax or language for individuals 
to represent their knowledge; provide a concrete means for individual to specify and learn 
about their differences and dependencies across a given boundary; and facilitate a process 
where individuals can jointly transform their knowledge and if there are negative consequences 
identified then individuals must be able to negotiate or change the object or representation. 
the ideas and rational behind the use of boundary objects influenced my thinking during this 
research. in my investigation i wanted to explore the use of artifacts (drawings) in initiating 
and mediating systemic conversations. these readings into the transfer of knowledge further 
supported my belief that design offered leverage in this endeavor through its tools such as 
prototyping and visualizations. My initial readings extended my interest to the work of other 
researchers in various domains including knowledge management and design that talk about 
visualizing knowledge for problem solving and project based work. i take this theme up further 
below.
Design Theory and where my contribution sits 
initially i read widely across the field of design in an attempt to understand what is design? 
what it could offer business and implementation in particular. When i began this investigation 
i struggled to get a clear understanding of this diverse literature and its rhetoric pertaining to 
business. Specifically design thinking has been written from the perspective that it is a special 
ability inherent in outstanding designers (cross 2011), that it occurs through silent design (gorb 
& dumas, 1987) and is a talent found in non designers in business or, that it is a skill that anyone 
in business can learn and should learn (Martin 2009 ). Making sense of the contributions from 
academic writings and those from practitioners has been challenging. i found myself reflecting 
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on Stapley’s (1996) description of his own experience in a new context and new paradigm. 
he describes his inability to understand new information as one of perceptual limits. that 
knowledge at any given moment will be a function of the thresholds of our available means 
of perception. in other words that something only has meaning in relation to our current 
knowledge. 
“it is clear that my structure, my world of reality, my boundaries, the threshold of my knowledge at 
that given moment was such to limit my perception of the material that I was studying…should our 
preconceptions be too few or too rigid or should the nature of the object be new to our existing reality 
then the learning experience is likely to be difficult” (p96 to 104). 
this is the situation in which i found myself when trying to match the design rhetoric against 
what i myself knew about business and the contexts in which i had worked. i began to question 
whether the word design was simply a new label for a marketer’s job, or a new demarcation of 
tasks and if design training in fact was better than what marketers and strategic planners do 
then what role do people such as myself play in organizations. added to this, i found the rhetoric 
in the literature, in its attempts to simplify the distinction between design and business had 
created what i term false archetypes. this literature at times has inspired me, confused me and 
alienated me. For example, the distinction that business is taught to work with ‘what is’ while 
design deals with ‘what ought to be’ was one such rhetoric that jarred with my own experience. 
in 1992 while working in marketing at ansett airlines a simple conversation between myself and 
an it colleague, about the value of printing airline timetables on floppy disks versus booklets 
led to the development of a business plan for internet bookings. in a period when blackboards 
were a new concept, long before the internet, laptop, wireless or even intel processors existed, 
and, when only 5% of our customers owned modems or computers with the capacity to handle 
modem downloads, these non designers explored the possibility of ‘what could be’ that would 
be of value to customers. this simplification of stereotypes severely alienated my ability to give 
the literature its credit or to get a rounded sense of what the literature had to say about design’s 
agency in business.
i therefore turned to my practice-based projects to understand what design is and what it could 
offer in practice. Being immersed in this research context, i began to get a sense of design and 
when at the end of these projects i turned back to the literature i found it easier to understand 
and to identify what was relevant for my own investigation. importantly i had an experiential 
context with which to apply to the literature. Figure 1.2 outlines the key questions i explored in 
this literature. 
Figure 1.3 identifies the key authors on whom i chose to focus this literature review. these 
authors span both academia and practice and business and design. as highlighted in Figure 1.3 
it was difficult to find practitioners from business who wrote articles about design in business. 
i found most of these examples embedded as case studies about innovation and how design 
facilitated this innovation for a particular business. these readings have informed my thinking 
throughout this post research literature review.
My research investigation contributes to the current dialogue around design thinking in 
business. While this dialogue emanates from both the field of design and business, the current 
rhetoric from both camps is strongly focused on design thinking as an enabler of innovation 
and growth for organizations. My own research is grounded in the challenges of making these 
innovations come to life in organizations through project teams allocated with the task of 
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Figure 1.2: Design Enquiry
Figure 1.3: Design Literature
CHAPTER 1 – SiTuATing THE RESEARCH And THE RESEARCHER SiTuATing THE RESEARCH And THE RESEARCHER – CHAPTER 1 
34
implementing these new strategic ideas/innovations. While there is awareness in the design 
thinking literature of the different challenges that managers face in implementation, as an area 
of specific research it is relatively unexplored. therefore, this research contributes to the little 
discussed area of strategic implementation and design’s agency in this space. My research also 
highlights the voice of designers who were thrust into a business implementation paradigm and 
how they have experienced this space and how they have responded. 
Vandenbosch & gallagher (eds. Boland and callopy 2004) insightfully highlight that managers 
should think more like designers in how they work with constraints, that managers, should be 
comfortable in confronting constraints rather than trying to eliminate them. that constraints 
in management are a dynamic unfolding discovery and that they cannot always know from 
the outset of a project those constraints that will be the project’s undoing and that sometimes 
constraints develop as a project progresses. the authors’ naming of this organizational 
dynamic is a useful way to bridge the design literature and for me to convey what i have 
termed as enabling systemic conversations. While the authors provide this useful insight 
for bridging design and business practices they do not go deeply into how organizations can 
work with constraints or if this focus on constraints is specifically pertinent to the design or 
implementation stage of project, or both, or simply as a daily practice in decision making. this 
practice of surfacing and working with constraints (in design language) is what my own research 
sets out to do, along with trying to understand why these conversations are resisted in the first 
place. 
each of the authors in figure 1.3 has articulated in their own way what they believe design’s agency 
is in business. Specifically from the business perspective, Martin’s (2007, 2007a,2009, 2009a) work 
has focused on capturing the mindset and practice of designers, that business people can learn 
from. alternatively, Liedtka’s (2000, 2004) work is grounded in the process of day to day strategic 
planning and approaches strategizing as a design problem. Liedtka and Ogilvie’s (2011) in their 
new book, view design thinking as a systematic approach to problem solving. the authors have 
specifically redesigned the strategic planning process to incorporate design practices, and, is a 
great first step in thinking about the new models that business need. however my own research 
as will become evident throughout this text highlighted some deeper questions that need to be 
addressed beyond new tools and methods in-order to truly see a shift in business mindset.
in recent work by Martin (2010a), he also highlights the error in our thinking that execution 
is distinct from strategy. i agree that this distinction is a problem, but how Martin (2010a) and 
i conceptualize the problem and therefore the solution differs. Martin sees this as a problem 
of alignment in decision making and that strategic decisions need to cascade downwards. he 
sees this as a cascade of better choices where leaders can align the intangible big picture by 
empowering those that are living and delivering the strategy to make better downstream choices.  
he states that this can be achieved by; giving them a rationale; identifying the next downstream 
choice; assisting them where needed in making this choice; and committing to revisiting and 
modifying the choice based on downstream feedback. in comparison, i conceptualize the problem 
as a lack of visibility of the implications and consequences in our strategic choices. as this 
research has highlighted, implications are not revealed in a linear manner. consequences can 
be created diagonally, horizontally and vertically across an organizational system. My approach 
focuses the dialogue on implications and proposes a mechanism by which conversations can 
oscillate between the design of the future and the reality of the day to day practices and hence 
the choices, decision and tradeoffs that need to be made.
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in chapter 5 and in my conclusion, i share my thinking about design’s agency in business and 
how this research compares to that of these authors.
Visualization Theory
as highlighted, visualizations played an important role in my research and practice. it emerged 
in three different contexts, firstly in my observations and reflections of how designers used 
visualizations within their work, secondly my own experiments with creating artifacts 
(visualizations) that could initiate systemic conversations and thirdly how i discovered the 
agency of visualizations in helping me to think through, make sense and communicate this 
research. Previous to this research experience i would have classified my communication 
methods as being predominantly through text and conversations. in my post literature review 
this required me to think deeply about the nature and scope of visualizations and where my own 
new practice sat within the literature.
Visualizations as a practice is centrally linked to design practice (Whyte, 2008; Segelstrom, 2009) 
and there exists substantial work on the role of visual representation in the design literature 
(ewenstein & Whyte 2007, 2009). ewenstein & Whyte (2007, 2009) highlight that work within 
this tradition conceptualizes the role of visual representations as one of overcoming limits to an 
individuals cognitive capacity and reducing cognitive load; engineers and designers are seen to 
make unexpected discoveries in this process of interacting with representation; and that using 
multiple representations side by side can make visible different aspects of a problem. that, 
modes of expression adopted when using representation can range from highly detailed and 
concrete to ambiguous and deliberately vague. Lengler and eppler (2007) describe visualization 
studies, as an emergent field with research emanating from scholars within diverse disciplinary 
practices such as human computer interaction, graphic design, management and architecture. 
as yet this research remains un-integrated across this diverse literature and the field risks 
further fragmentation and loss of valuable insights from these diverse disciplines. 
Visualizations have been examined from the perspective that it is a design activity for 
problem solving (Mendel & Yeager 2010) that encompasses all phases of the design cycle from 
understanding what is; deconstructing what is; exploring what could be; and making what could 
be. Kolko (2011) discusses how important it is for designers to make the design synthesis side of 
their work explicit, in order for it to be valued by their more logical and linear thinking clients 
and that, visualization methods can help them do this. Vice4 (2009) highlights the role that visual 
models play in conversations, that models are a long standing tool used by designers to create 
and test new ideas and are valuable in strategy formation by allowing teams to experiment 
before any real world costs are incurred through implementation. erwin (2011) discusses the 
paradox in using frameworks, a common practice in design, to capture and describe research 
findings. that, while frameworks simplify and sharpen meaning for an expert audience, they 
obscures and impede meaning for the broader audience not involved in the richness of the 
original data and conversations. they discuss the value of artifacts such as consumer insight 
maps in creating the emotional contact with the research and the consumer’s voice and in being 
able to represent the complexity (and details) in the consumer’s lives.
4. this paper is a Master’s dissertation and was given to me by a colleague who was trying to articulate to me the 
value of models in conversations.
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Lengler and eppler (2007) and eppler and Burkhard (2004) are interested in the potential of 
visualizations for the transfer and creation of knowledge and make a distinction between 
knowledge visualizations, information visualization and visual communication. they believe 
that management, outside of advertising and corporate identity visualization expertise, use 
very little visualization methods in their work and have little awareness about visualization 
methods of other domains that have potential for management, their requirements, benefits 
and application areas. the authors (eppler and Burkhard, 2004) believe that the potential for 
visual representations are often lost because there is little assistance for non-professional 
visualizers to make use of the power of complex visualization and that a conceptual framework 
is needed to enable practitioners to better use and apply visual representation of knowledge. 
the authors (Lengler and eppler 2007) have produced a periodic table of visualization methods 
for management that can support business decision making by relating potential visualization 
methods to visualization challenges and context. the table’s dimensions address challenges 
related to managerial thinking, communication, coordination and the manager’s ability to 
motivate and engage their peers and employees. 
ewenstein & Whyte (2007, 2009) and Whyte et al (2008) show the important roles that visual 
materials play in project based work. they explored how engineering and architectural project 
teams use visuals in their practice and how these support different modes of decision making 
and how different forms of visual representation change the focus of the conversation with 
materials. they found that visualizations are used extensively in both cases, but the nature of 
visual practice, (types of representations used, owners of the visual material, foci of attentions, 
and patterns of interactions) differs significantly between the two contexts. the authors 
conceptualize this as the difference between exploitation where it visualizes its project context 
largely in commercial and process terms (time and resources) and exploration where it uses 
a wide range of visual materials to understand physical interdependencies and to create new 
knowledge. their findings suggest that business managers can make more deliberate choices 
about how knowledge is made visible and thus shaping the nature of their project and the 
desired trajectories of learning within and across projects.
in my post project literature review these authors in particular helped me reflect on what 
surfaced in my own research and practice, how my findings reflected or differed and what 
possibilities exist for future research.
erwin’s (2011) discussion of big picture and abstract frameworks versus detailed and rich 
(consumer insight) maps reflected the tensions in my own practice with the design teams on my 
projects. their push for clear and simple visuals and my push and experimentation with detailed 
drawings created a series of reflections about the relevance of both types of visuals and their 
application in the context of project implementation. 
Other authors developing and discussing typologies of visual methods (Lengler & eppler 2007, 
eppler & Burkhard, 2004, diana et al 2009, Segelstrom, 2009, Kolko 2011) focus on helping 
practitioners to identity and apply these methods to appropriate decisions and tasks. My own 
research revealed however that it wasn’t so much the visual type that mattered rather the 
need to be aware of the intent behind the use of the visual and therefore to be more conscious 
of what was made visible and what remained hidden for dialogue. i personally used a variety 
of techniques in my own work, from concept mapping, mind mapping, process tables and free 
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form drawing to synthesize and think through what was being heard and observed. i started 
with the conversation and not the predetermined tool and therefore let the conversation shape 
the visual format that emerged. Similarly while i chose general systems theory to reflect on this 
research i did not choose any of the wide variety of systems thinking visualizing tools such as 
Peter Senge’s system archetypes; Peter checkland’s soft system methodology; and horst Rittel 
iBiS argumentation model to name a few. While these diverse methods use drawings to capture 
the elements of the systems, the relationships, the thinking and arguments that occur i wanted 
to see what emerged before defining what method of visualization to employ. 
My diagrams throughout this book as you will see are still heavily text base and the diagrams for 
me were about capturing the stories and showing the relationships and insights that surfaced, 
whether this was by participants or my own reflections and sense making process. using 
abstract symbols to capture and encode my thinking is a practice that doesn’t work for me. the 
symbols lose their meaning for me over time and i resonate to words and text and my drawings 
reflect this. Kolko’s (2011) work on the role of synthesis in designer’s work resonated strongly for 
me in my personal practice.
ewenstein & Whyte (2007, 2009) and Whyte et al’s (2008) valuable work in observing how project 
teams use visuals to negotiate meanings, create and transfer knowledge is a rich area for 
further exploration around the role of visuals in knowledge work. they correctly highlighted 
how pervasive visual material is in business environments, even if the type of visual and how 
it is used varies to that of design teams. however in my own projects i saw how apparently 
fixed and technical objects (ewenstein & Whyte 2007, 2009) such as gantt charts, timelines and 
process charts were modified by designers so that these became transient objects that changed 
as conversations changed. the designers did not play with form but with the content that 
changed the nature of the dialogue for the project team. these authors also talk about epistemic 
objects that are deliberately vague and open to invite spontaneous emergence and creativity 
and thereby create and transfer knowledge. in this research my own more detailed and fixed 
drawings created trajectories that enabled further conversations and knowledge transfer. My 
own research highlighted that it wasn’t so much the type of visualization used but rather what 
was made visible in order for the right questions and the right conversation to occur.
Visualizations within project teams offer a rich potential for research which becomes evident 
throughout this exegesis. there are many questions and insights which my own research has 
raised that require further exploration. 
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Research Design
i chose Maxwell’s (2005) qualitative framework 
for this investigation. the framework (Figure 
1.4) consists of five interconnected and 
interactive components, but its value was 
in the tools this model offered in exploring 
these interconnections and in building my 
conceptual framework. these tools were 
memos and concept mapping. i give a brief 
description of these below and share in 
chapter two how these tools were applied in 
my research.
Memos: Exploring subjectivity, facilitating sense 
making and analytic insights
Maxwell (2005) states that as a researcher 
it is important to understand the role that 
subjectivity can play in each of the elements 
of the research design. he describes Memo’s (sometimes called analytic memos) as a tool that 
allows you to examine and make explicit the thinking behind your research design where its 
strengths, limitation and consequences can be clearly understood. that writing memos is 
different to the practice of capturing actual field notes, transcription or coding of interviews. he 
highlights that memos can be used for many different purposes, they are used for developing 
your own ideas, they help you understand and make sense of your topic, setting, readings or 
data. Memos are also used to examine your goals, experiences, assumptions, feelings and values 
as they relate to your research and they facilitate reflection, analysis, self critique and analytic 
insight. Memos can range from a brief marginal comment on a transcript; a theoretical idea 
recorded in a field journal; to a full fledged analytic essay. importantly once your thoughts are 
recorded in memos, you can code and file them just as you do your field notes and interview 
transcripts, and return to them to develop the ideas further. 
in 2008 at the beginning of my candidature 
i used memos specifically to explore my 
motivations, my practice, my identity and 
the theory that influenced this research 
investigation (Figure 1.5). i began this research 
by first exploring the motivation behind my 
original goals and research question. in fact, 
this changed the direction of my original 
enquiry. My original research question was 
focused on distributed collaborations through 
technology. in writing this memo i recognized 
that i had neither any experience or real 
interest in distributed technology and that i had focused on this research question simply 
because my scholarship was embedded in an interaction design research centre. importantly, i 
didn’t believe we could effectively manage projects in distributed ways because i still struggled 
Figure 1.5: Reflective Memos
Figure 1.4: Maxwell’s Qualitative Research Design:  
An Interactive Approach
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to understand what went wrong in face to face implementation teams. Writing this memo 
went to the heart of my belief system and my passion for surfacing and working with systemic 
implications. With acid’s support i shifted my focus to understanding how we could enable 
systemic conversations and design’s agency in this task. 
inspired by this insight i wrote a deeper analytical memo about, who i was as a practitioner, 
what experiences, beliefs and assumptions i brought into this research inquiry (my identity). 
i also spent some time reflecting and writing case studies on previous projects (my practice) i 
had worked on and what i had learnt from these and that could inform or alternatively bias 
this investigation which i shared earlier in this chapter. in addition, i used analytical memos 
to explore the theory i was using in this investigation (theory). in particular i wrote an analytic 
memo to explore my thinking about the conceptual framework i had built for this investigation 
and what implications this had on the theory i would access, what it meant for my practice going 
forward and what research methods and tools i was realistically capable of using. this work is 
shared in greater detail in chapter two. these memos were data that i could access during the 
progress of this research and further reflect on (Maxwell 2005). how i used specific memos to 
reflect on and manage what i was learning is shared where appropriate through this exegesis. 
Concept Mapping: a tool for developing and clarifying theory
Maxwell (2005) suggests the use of concept maps as a tool for developing and clarifying theory, 
that these maps can be drawn in various ways and can serve different purposes. importantly 
among the reasons for using such a drawing is to visually help you identify unexpected 
connections or gaps and contradictions in your theory or alternatively, as it did with my own 
work it allowed me to see the implications of the theory, its limitations and its relevance for my 
study. how i specifically used concept mapping in developing my conceptual framework for this 
study is described in chapter two.
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The Projects 
chapter three describes my three research projects in detail and sets the context for my findings 
chapters. Below is a brief description
Project 1: Developing a Model for intervening (a thought experiment)
this project emerged from the work i undertook to build a conceptual framework for this 
study using general Systems theory. this project was about speculating on and building a 
model for how i could intervene in an organization. Maxwell (2005) calls this activity a ‘thought 
experiment’ and describes it as a process which draws on both theory and experience to answer 
‘what if” questions. it helps you to explore the logical implications of your models, assumptions 
and expectations of the things you plan to study. thought experiments can generate new 
theoretical models and insights or can test your current theory for problems (2005, p59). he 
adds that while thought experiments have a long tradition in the physical sciences and are used 
regularly in the social science, this technique has had little attention in discussions of qualitative 
research design. 
Project 2: Loupe 
Loupe was an interaction design project funded by a commonwealth research centre 
(cRc) known as acid (australasian cRc for interaction design). the Loupe project involved 
collaboration with an industry partner in the financial services industry. Our partner was in the 
process of taking their financial services online and wanted the research team to explore the role 
that visualization could play in an online environment. 
Project 3: Design Consultancy
this project involved shadowing a Sydney based design consultancy over a 14 month period. the 
design consultancy is at the cutting edge of design thinking in management practices and i was 
introduced to them through my supervisor. i realized early in the briefing sessions that i had the 
unique opportunity to observe design practices within project management, a space which was 
new for the design consultancy and with which their client had asked them to assist. 
Learning across Case studies: Understanding the value in the differences and similarities
as a researcher embedded within two design teams i was working in a research space that was 
both familiar and unfamiliar. the strategies our clients were trying to deliver on through these 
practice-based projects were familiar to me in that i had experience in working with teams that 
were implementing new ideas and building new technology. however, i was always on the client’s 
side of the equation and not on the consultants. this new role was unfamiliar to me particularly 
one that was within a design context. 
My two practice-based projects were similar in that i was embedded within design teams 
delivering on a client’s brief. Both projects provided opportunities to reflect on design practices, 
implementation and how to initiate systemic conversations. criteria, which made both these 
practice-based projects appropriate for my investigation. 
these two practice-based projects also contained differences in context, task, roles, client access, 
and research process. these differences created an advantage in that it gave me a 360 degree 
lens into my research inquiry. in the Loupe project i was the practitioner familiar with project 
implementation but learning about design through hands on engagement with design practices. 
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in the consultancy i was the researcher capturing the voice of 
designers and how they viewed the implementation space and 
the application of their methods and tools in this space. these 
projects gave me two unique positions with which to view and 
reflect on the challenges of enabling systemic conversations 
and designs agency in this space. 
in order to synthesis my reflections across these two 
complimentary, but diverse projects i drew diagram 1.3 to 
tease out these similarities and differences and to create 
a scaffold for my reflections across these projects. Both 
projects had 4 distinct components with key activities around; 
project briefings; project engagement; managing the research 
within my practice and my experimentations with enabling 
systemic conversations. this scaffold was used to capture the 
stories across these projects in a learning history framework 
described in chapter two. the insights from this exercise fed 
into the findings in chapters four to six.
What I discovered
this research investigation into how systemic conversations 
could be initiated and worked with touched on four distinct 
reflective spaces for me. these reflections were around what i 
was learning about; the practice of enabling (doing); the field 
of design (context); the field of implementation (research 
space) and the act itself (intent). diagram 1.4 illustrate these 
four spaces and highlights that the implications for this 
inquiry were found at the boundaries where these distinct yet 
interconnected spaces met. through the following chapters 
i use the wedges in this diagram to guide and anchor what i 
was learning through my practice based projects. in chapter 
four i discuss what i was learning about the practice of 
enabling. in chapter five i share what i was learning about designs agency and in chapter six 
i share my reflections about the act itself and the issues it raised about our existing practices. 
in my conclusion i round up the implications these insights have for implementation and for 
further research going forward.
 
Diagram 1.3:  
Learning Across Case Studies
Diagram 1.4: Four Reflective Spaces
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A Qualitative Approach to this Investigation
i chose a qualitative framework for this research investigation as it was appropriate on many 
levels. Firstly, i wanted this research to contribute to improving my existing practice and this 
involved understanding Meaning, Context and Process (Maxwell 2005). in other words i was not only 
interested in the physical events and behaviors but in understanding how participants make 
sense of these, how these are shaped by the unique circumstances in which these occur and the 
process by which events and actions take place. Secondly, in order to explore this understanding 
my research required collaborative conversations with both participants and other practitioners. 
these conversations were pivotal in helping me explore the challenges and insights around 
enabling systemic conversations. Lastly, the inherent openness and flexibility in a qualitative 
approach allowed me to modify my design and focus during this inquiry. this was important 
in my practice based projects where i had little control over my role in the two project teams i 
was embedded with and where my next steps had to be continually negotiated as opportunities 
presented themselves, circumstances changed for the client organization or deliverables were 
renegotiated with our project teams.
as highlighted in chapter one i used Maxwell’s (2005) qualitative framework as a guide to 
beginning this investigation. his model was critical in challenging me to think about this 
research space and in particular the motivation, experiences and literature that shaped my 
interest in this topic and ultimately my approach to investigating it. i spent the first year of my 
canditature building a conceptual framework for this study which facilitated the choices i made 
about the design of this research. 
Building a Conceptual Framework
Maxwell (2005) describes the conceptual framework of your study as something that is 
constructed and not found and its creation can take both a visual or narrative form. it is a model 
of what is out there that you plan to study and of what is going on with these things and why. it 
asks you to consider what theories, beliefs and prior research, will guide or inform your research 
and what literature and personal experiences will you draw on for understanding the people or 
issues you are studying. it involves critically examining ideas to see if they are valid or adequate 
in informing your study. the function of this theory is to inform the rest of your design, your 
research goals and questions. it helps you to select appropriate methods and identify potential 
threats to your conclusions. he describes four sources you can use to construct the conceptual 
framework; your own experiential knowledge, existing theory and research, exploratory research 
and thought experiments. Below is a description of how i used these sources to not only design 
my research but to manage what i was learning as the investigation progressed.
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Experiential knowledge - What the researcher brings along on this journey
the explicit incorporation of a researcher’s identity and 
experience in their research has gained wide theoretical 
and philosophical support (Maxwell 2005, Mcniff 2002, 
cherry 1999). as highlighted in chapter one i used memos 
to stimulate my thinking and to assist me in exploring my 
previous practice and experiential knowledge. diagram 2.1 
illustrates the reflective case studies i wrote on previous 
change initiatives and what i had learnt about the hidden 
nature of people’s practices. in particular the importance of 
understanding what motivates these practices. Following this exercise i used memos to explore 
my identity and what experiences, beliefs and assumptions i brought into my research. this 
second reflective essay was my way of gaining some perspective and insight into the business 
paradigm i came from, my preferences (the way i think and work), experiences and key moments 
in time that have shaped and at times changed the way i view things. in particular the writing 
of this memo helped me surface the beliefs and assumptions i had about business and my 
expectations of working with designers. it was a memo i periodically went back to, reflected on 
and added to as my research progressed over this four year period and as i tried to make sense of 
my reaction to working in this design space. this tool played a significant role in managing this 
research journey, an outcome that i had not originally expected or intended.
as a practitioner in this journey with one foot in the practice and literature of design and the 
other in business, i have had to continually examine my preferences, skills and experiences 
to assess whether my nature was serving this enquiry or hindering it. at times this research 
space has made me sit back in discussions and waste valuable time through self doubt and at 
other times the new perspective from my design colleagues gave me quicker and unexpected 
progress. this internal push and pull has both supported or created resistance to having my 
beliefs & assumptions changed. this research journey has been about pulling these beliefs 
and experiences out and examining what were habitual tendencies and what were still valid 
in this new experience and context. in late 2010 i drew 
diagram 2.2 to capture the reflections in my identity memo 
diagrammatically. i wanted to visually illustrate where i have 
been and where i started this research inquiry. in particular, 
where my understanding of design was before i embarked 
on this research and importantly to create a base line with 
which to compare where i found myself after this project. i 
initially drew this diagram because i found the memo in its 
original narrative form cumbersome to regularly update and 
access during this exegesis write up. i used this diagram to 
reflect on and question why i reacted to certain events or 
readings. this drawing became an artifact where i could park 
(place) my experiences, beliefs and assumptions and which i 
could visit regularly and question what i believed, why i did, whether it was still valid in this new 
experience and what i learnt. 
Diagram 2.1: Experiential Knowledge: 
Learning from Previous Practice
Diagram 2.2:  
Experiences that Shaped my Beliefs
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i have used extracts from the identity memo throughout the exegesis to share my experiences 
of being in this design space; where i resisted embracing values and methods different to mine; 
where i struggled to be understood and to understand because we lacked shared contexts and 
experiences; where i had different expectations of what it meant to work with designers and 
importantly how i myself was getting in the way of learning from the design teams. in the 
presentation component of my Phd examination i will extend this discussion and close the loop 
on this diagram to show where i find myself after this research experience. For now, i wanted 
to highlight that this piece of work kept me anchored on the importance of examining my own 
reactions, beliefs and knowledge in this new design context i was exploring. 
Existing Theory and Research
Yin (2009) states that developing theory is an essential part of the research design phase 
whether the purpose is to develop or test theory. Maxwell (2005) refers to theory as a statement 
of what is going on with the phenomena that you want to understand and that a useful theory 
is one that gives you new insights and broadens your understanding of that phenomenon. that 
concept mapping was a great tool for developing and clarifying theory. in mid 2008 i began 
drawing different versions of this map as i tried to articulate to myself what i knew about the 
phenomenon i was investigating and what were the gaps. the realization that it was difficult to 
integrate the valuable but diverse and fragmented (disciplinary) knowledge that existed around 
this problem space (implementation) was a significant one for me. i turned my attention instead 
to the word systemic a term that was popular in conversations, in the various business and 
design literature and now in my own research. i decided to get a better understanding of how 
this word was used and what we knew about it and looked to an integrative field such as general 
Systems theory for some insights. 
i first came across general Systems theory during my post graduate study in 1999 which 
touched on the organizational learning literature and Peter Senge’s (1998) systems thinking. 
Surprisingly, while i embraced the theory of organizational learning and resonated with 
the concept of systems thinking, i had never been able to fully engage with this element 
of Peter Senge’s work. i found Systems thinking complicated to understand with its pre-
defined dynamics, which, while i could appreciate, i believed did not represent the systemic 
issues that undermined the projects i had worked with. the issues i had encountered were 
more contextually specific and came from a multitude of specific interactions rather than a 
whole system dynamic. the systemic issues i had come across were more in the nature of 
the complexity, messiness and unpredictability of human interactions referred to by david 
Snowden’s work in complexity theory (2003, 2004, 2007). 
By using the literature from general Systems theory i found and resonated not only with it’s 
principles but with the ambition of the original founders such as Ludwig von Bertanlaffy (1955) - 
the need to bridge disciplinary towers.
“Modern science is characterized by its ever increasing specialization necessitated by the enormous 
amount of data, the complexity of techniques and of theoretical structures within every field. This 
however has led to a breakdown of science as an integrated realm; the physicist, the biologist, the 
psychologist and the social scientist, are, so to speak encapsulated in a private universe and it is  
difficult to get word from one cocoon to the other” (Ludwig Von Bertalanffy 1955, p75).
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general Systems theory (gSt) came about because different disciplinary fields were making 
similar observations about systems (Boulding 1956). Von Bertanlanffy (1955) believed that 
even modern science was grappling with problems of organization, wholeness and dynamic 
interactions. Von Bertanlanffy developed general Systems theory throughout the 40’s and 50’s to 
try to put some universal principles around the structural and behavioral properties of systems 
(Flood 2000, duncan 1972). this theory has provoked and inspired practitioners from many fields 
to understand the nature of social systems and in particular the workings of organizations. it has 
spawned fields such as cybernetics, complexity theory, system dynamics, operations research, 
interactive planning and more, each yielding valuable insights for systemic thinking (Flood 
2000). today, the lasting ideas from general systems theory are referred to as systems thinking 
(Flood in eds. Reason & Bradbury 2006), a discipline that attempts to explain the vastness of 
interrelationships and emergence in which people are immersed. Flood (eds. Reason & Bradbury 
2006) highlights that over the years there have been different and controversial schools of 
thought. he distinguishes 2 different approaches to systems, the first he termed systems 
thinking which is borrowed from the natural sciences and assumes that all phenomena are 
real systems and therefore qualitative and quantitative modeling of these social systems can 
be made. the second idea which he calls systemic thinking assumes that all social systems are 
constructed. Flood’s emphasis on sense making or meaning construction, plays an important 
role within my own work and definition of Systemic implications.
Kast and Rosenzweig (1972) highlight that many scholars 
have defined key concepts of general systems theory 
which have been used by organizations and management 
theorists alike. in their own discussion of this work the 
authors highlight the 12 most popular general systems 
theory principles. i chose to use Kast and Rosenzweig (1972) 
summary of these principles to draw a new concept map for 
my research (diagram 2.3). this work by the authors with 
their focus on management studies made the language of 
general Systems theory accessible to a layperson such as 
myself. i created the framework with two assumptions. Firstly 
that organizations are inherently open systems that interact with, are influenced by and can 
influence the environment. Secondly, that organizations are man made social systems and hence 
unpredictable and that meaning making must play a role. 
as with memos a concept map is a tool for thinking and i used this map to reflect on the 
implications of this theory on my research inquiry; what was it actually telling us about 
organizational dynamics and if these principles were true what type of questions should we be 
asking ourselves as we intervene in an organizational system? What concepts and implications 
did this raise for practice and for learning from other specialized fields of knowledge? and, 
importantly what implications did this have on appropriate research methods and how should 
i engage in my research projects? in other words what theories, tools, methods and processes 
Diagram 2.3: Concept Mapping:  
Building a Theoretical Framework
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needed to be explored; and realistically did i have the skills to use these particular methods and 
tools. Figure 2.1 illustrates this process.
it was also clear from this exercise the importance of and the connection with certain bodies of 
work. For me within the principles embedded were the values of different disciplinary theories 
such as knowledge management, communication, complexity theory, organizational learning, 
narrative theory, design theory, systems thinking and change management theory. these bodies 
of work influenced my readings throughout the project. But the actual framework itself created 
an integrative way for me to conceptualize and use this diverse literature.
in an attempt to further explore the meaning of these insights, i wrote an analytic memo in 
September 2008 sketching out preliminary reflections about the implications for my research 
inquiry, the connection to other bodies of work (disciplinary theories) and for my practice going 
forward. While i initially used general Systems theory as a theoretical framework with which 
to view my research problem and with which to think through the design of this research, the 
concept mapping tool created a series of reflections that extended beyond this activity. While 
this map was drawn in a few hours it has provided 100’s of hours of reflection throughout this 
investigation. each time i came back to the chart my understanding deepened. 
in order to acknowledge and share the influence this concept mapping exercise had on this 
research, it was more appropriate to include the explanation of this extended work as a separate 
project. Project one, Building a Model for intervening contains a discussion of this extended 
work. this work included identifying three key challenges to working with organizations. these 
challenges initiated some pilot research and a thought experiment on a model for intervening 
and working with these challenges. But for now the impact of this framework on my research 
design and the approach i chose are described below. 
Figure 2.1: General Systems Theory, Analysis Sequence
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Research Methods
diagram 2.4 illustrates that this research has been 
investigated through three projects. Project one was about 
new lenses with which to view my investigation. this work 
led to my choice to conduct this research primarily as an 
embedded researcher within two live (real time) projects to 
which i refer in this exegesis as Loupe and consultancy.  
these three projects, the specific opportunities they offered 
and the methods that eventuated through practice are 
detailed more effectively in chapter three. For now below is a 
brief description of the key elements of this research’s design. 
Practice-based methodology
Building the concept map with general Systems theory highlighted to me that in order to 
effectively explore systemic implications, my research needed to be embedded within live (real 
time) contexts where change of some sort was being initiated. instead of planning qualitative 
interviews or focus groups to explore the concept of systemic conversations i wanted to be 
immersed in a change activity to observe what surfaced and how. importantly, organizations 
consist of hidden and complex relationships and practices that are not revealed until you 
intervene in some way while the system is operating (Schein 1999, 2002). a point i had learnt 
through my own professional practice. 
Using an unstructured and mixed methods approach
i used an unstructured approach in my research where methods were developed or modified 
during the research. this approach allowed for what i could negotiate within my two practice-
based projects and what surfaced through my roles as both an observer and participant. this 
flexibility allowed me to respond to changing conditions and emergent opportunities and 
insights and created a mixed methods approach to data collection. (Yin 2009, Maxwell 2005). 
diagram 2.4 highlights the variety of qualitative methods that emerged through this research 
and these are detailed more effectively in chapter three in my description of the two practice-
based projects. 
Capturing Narratives
an unstructured approach however does not mean that there is no structure to your study but 
more a question of deciding what and how much you structure and why (Maxwell 2005). While 
i chose a mixed methods approach to data collection it was important for me to capture and 
synthesize the stories told by participants around each of the projects. narratives are a tool 
highlighted as particularly powerful in complex spaces (Snowden 2001, Browning and Boudes, 
2005). that understanding this space requires us to gain multiple perspectives on the nature 
of the system we are working with (Kurtz and Snowden, 2003). that, stories in organizations 
reveal patterns of culture, ideation, behavior and understanding in a more effective way than 
interviews and questionnaire approaches (Snowden 2001). in this research, capturing the 
conversations with both practitioners and participants and the stories told around these projects 
Diagram 2.4: Research Design
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was important for me. i recorded and transcribed word for word not only the research interviews, 
but where appropriate project team workshops and conversations. to synthesize these stories 
and my own learning i chose an action research tool, specifically i used a learning history 
framework.
A Learning history Framework: A model for synthesis, reflection and validation
the Learning history framework allowed me to capture, reflect, synthesis, validate and present 
data throughout this research investigation. the Learning history was developed by the Mit 
centre for organizational learning. this tool was developed to capture the learning experienced 
by multidisciplinary teams and their clients on a change initiative undertaken, and to share this 
learning with other members of the organization (Roth et al1995). Roth et al (1995) describes a 
learning history as a method for reflecting on how a project worked and what could be learnt 
from it through multiple perspectives. it captures stories people tell about learning and change 
efforts and reflects them back to the organization and others. it includes people who, initiated, 
implemented and participated in the project as well as non-participants and non supporters 
and captures their experiences and understandings. it captures the actions, tools, processes and 
results and the underlying assumptions and reasoning that led to people’s actions. the learning 
history is compiled by a team of internal and external experts around key noticeable events. 
it is compiled from interviews, observations, document analysis and any other methodology 
employed. this document is then reviewed in group workshops where the learning is further 
explored. it is not only about documenting a project. it is a critical element in developing an 
organizational infrastructure to support learning. the document then becomes an artifact which 
is used as a piece of directly observable data – the content of which creates a context for a 
conversation (Roth & Kleiner 1995).
For this research inquiry, i saw the values and process inherent in this framework as a way to 
synthesis my own learning during this research investigation. the learning history is both a 
process and a product. i realized early in my readings that to produce the product specifically 
to its true standard of literary craftsmanship was beyond my own capabilities in skill, time and 
resource limits, to do it justice. however as a process, the inherent principles of the Learning 
history framework offered two opportunities for my own work. Firstly it provided a process with 
which to capture, synthesis and reflect on the data i was collecting whether these were field 
notes, interviews, artifacts, documents, stories, or reflections that surfaced during my projects. 
Secondly, and importantly it gave me a way to play back my observations and reflections to 
the project teams and where appropriate the client organization, thereby inviting different 
perspectives to what i was observing or providing deeper insight into the critical / noticeable 
events that stood out for me. this process for me was a way to think about and experiment with 
how knowledge can flow between the project team, the partner organizations and the researcher. 
it also created a way to check for contradictions and assess whether i should look for other 
evidence (Yin 2009).
Overall i created three separate Learning history frameworks, two specifically around each of 
the practice-based projects and a third to evaluate my learning and reflections across all three 
projects. these frameworks involved using both visuals such as mind maps and the traditional 
two column text format (Roth & Kleiner, 1995) to highlight the key activities i wanted to explore 
further and to link the data i had captured with my thinking.
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Drawing and Mapping: Unexpected tools for thinking, making connections and 
communicating in complex spaces
as will be highlighted in chapter three, i wanted to explore the role that mapping and drawing 
could play in my exploration of systemic conversations. What i had not expected during the 
planning of this research was how important these tools would become in synthesizing and 
making connections for my own learning and writing. 
at the end of this research as i struggled to 
show my supervisors the ‘whole’ that was my 
work i resorted to drawing to synthesis the key 
elements of my research and its connections 
(Figure 2.2). i discovered four critical values 
in drawing. Firstly, it created a way to discuss 
and get agreement across diverse stakeholders 
as was my original intention for drawing.  
Secondly, it made patently visible what was 
still unclear and unstructured thinking that 
required further work. thirdly, it was a great 
way to synthesis key messages succinctly, 
which then shaped the path for my writing.  
Lastly and importantly it began to reveal the 
interrelationships between the parts in my writing and how clarifying one element changed 
the way i perceived a section i thought was completed and succinct. these drawings and their 
mapping became containers for the different stories that made up this investigation. drawing 
and then mapping the relationships between the parts iteratively was the way i began to see the 
‘parts’ and the ‘whole’ that made up this research. the diagrams in the accompanying booklet 
are the completed works i have been using to tell the story of my research through the exegesis, 
what cannot be shown in this writing is the iterative relationship between them as they were 
being drawn and as they influenced each other. this story of ‘seeing the whole and its parts’ is 
what i am leaving for the exhibition and oral presentation component of this work. 
What follows is a description of the three research projects; Project One illuminates the insights 
from the theoretical framework and the key activities this initiated. Projects two and three 
share the context, objectives, and unique opportunities offered by these practice-based projects 
and my own role in these. this description of the projects sets the context for my findings and 
insights in chapter four to six.
Figure 2.2: Drawing my Research Argument
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ChAPTER 3 
The Projects:  
from Theory to Practice 
“Case studies have a rich history for exploring the 
space between the world of theory and the experience of 
practice. It is one thing to have an idea and another thing 
to make that idea concrete and real. Designers, by the 
nature of what they do, must become skilled at moving 
between those two places... The hope is that making a 
stronger connection with theory will illuminate principles 
that designers can use in their practice”
(Breslin & Buchanan, 2008 p 36-39)
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Project One: Building a Model with which to intervene
this project emerged from the work i undertook to build 
a conceptual framework for this study. the conceptual 
framework while initiated to think through the implications of 
and the methods for the design of my research also initiated 
other activities and insights that contributed to this research 
investigation. i have written this work up as a separate project 
in order to highlight and give some context to the influence 
this framework had on my actions and reflections both 
during my project based investigations and in this exegesis 
write up. diagram 3.1 is a mind map showing the progression 
of my thinking from contemplating theory, to considering 
its implications, to speculating and applying it to practice. 
using the diagram to anchor this discussion i share below my 
understanding of the three key challenges inherent in human 
organizational systems. this is then followed by a discussion 
of my thought experiment (Maxwell, 2005) of how a project 
team could work with these challenges and how my research 
design allowed me to explore some of the elements of this thinking. 
Understanding the inherent challenges in organizational systems
during my practice based projects i struggled to communicate to my colleagues the essence of 
the meaning and value in my exploration of general Systems theory (gSt). i found myself facing 
the dilemma Flood (1999) so aptly describes when one tries to communicate systemic thinking, 
“Systemic Thinking is not something that can be explained easily and understood comprehensively...
very quickly we will lose touch with the notion of wholeness in a trivialized account of its so-called 
properties... an account in these terms... strips it of all essential meaning” (1999, p82). 
i myself not only confused my colleagues but felt as if i lost the spirit and essence of systemic 
thinking each time i broke it down to a discussion of its components. however, in order to 
transfer what i learnt i needed to think deeply about how to communicate the essence of these 
principles and how it influenced this research. 
early in this communication challenge i recognized that while each principle offered its 
own unique advice, it was the relationships between the 12 principles that provided special 
lenses. diagram 3.1 depicts the five dynamics i had identified through the interaction of the 
12 principles and which had influenced my choices for the design of this research. these were 
around the system’s structural properties; relational dynamics; resistance; teleological and self 
directed nature and communication/feedback mechanisms (see diagram 3.1 for description). i 
also recognized that there were potentially more combinations but these five were critical to my 
thinking as i was building the conceptual framework for this study. 
Diagram 3.1: From Theory to Practice
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importantly, when i looked at the relationship in the mind map between the dynamics and the 
implications it raised, i recognized that in fact these dynamics revealed three central challenges 
that practitioners face when working with organizational systems. these challenges are around 
revealing what is hidden in complex environments; working with the task of identifying and 
setting boundaries around a project space and connecting and creating a flow of knowledge 
around the project. these challenges within themselves, are not unique insights, but which in 
combination created a new way of looking at and tackling this problem space (implementation). 
these challenges are described below.
Revealing what is Hidden: Understanding the system
the principles in general Systems theory highlight that organizations are made up of complex 
interdependencies and interrelationships and for me, part of this complexity is that elements 
of the system are hidden. Systems (organizations) are comprised of numerous subsystems 
(departments) and embedded within larger systems (environments) all in some hierarchical 
relationship to each other. in social systems even the visible elements of a system contain 
embedded assumptions, hidden meanings and hidden practices that need to be explored and 
understood. importantly, each of us has a partial view of the whole and we make assumptions 
about what others do, need or know. the principles also reveal that there is an inherent tension 
that is created in organizations by the systems need to both grow and innovate in order to 
survive and its need to maintain a stable state and that this tension can create resistance to new 
ideas. if we accept that resistance is a byproduct of this tension and it will exist at some level in 
the system, we need to therefore explore and capture where and why this could happen. 
For me this challenge is about recognizing that complex spaces require you to use a process 
that helps you to reveal rather than to do to and that knowledge is gained progressively as we 
explore the system. i believed that using preconceived formulas and best practice approaches 
were inappropriate and that our attitude and process should be more about ‘learning’ from 
the system. Snowden (1999) and Schein (1999,2002) both, in their own way, refer to how 
inappropriate existing mechanistic beliefs, models and approaches are to working with 
organizations. that not all elements of an organization can be predicted nor analyzed in 
advance, a belief propagated often by management theories and consultancies (Snowden 1999, 
Schein 1999, 2002). 
Tapping into the flow of Knowledge: Engaging and Working with it
the principle relating to ‘feedback’ is well understood in business, it has spawned approaches 
such as performance metrics, communication theory, participatory approaches and diverse 
stakeholder models to name a few. in Systems theory the principles of ‘Feedback’, ‘negative 
entropy’, ‘input-transform-output’ and ‘dynamic equilibrium’ (diagram 2.2) refer to the fact 
that a system is made of various inputs, these can be material, energy and/or informational. 
Feedback mechanisms allow the system to make decisions about these inputs which helps it 
renew and survive. Where information is concerned this can come both from internal sources 
and external sources and can be in the form of tacit or explicit knowledge. 
Snowden (2002) refers to previous thinking about knowledge management as a thing to be 
captured as content, yet knowledge is not a thing or a system but an active process of relating. 
that human knowledge is deeply contextual and triggered by circumstances. he refers to 
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practitioners recognizing that “in the third generation we grow beyond managing knowledge as 
a thing to also managing knowledge as a flow”. to manage this flow, we need to “focus more on 
context and narrative, than on content” (2002, p3). 
this made me reflect on the fact that there are two types of knowledge flow that teams need to 
be cognizant of. the first area is the tacit and explicit knowledge held within the organization, 
knowledge that can affect the design and adoption of the innovation built and hence my interest 
in identifying ways to surface systemic relationships. the second area is the tacit and explicit 
knowledge held and surfaced by various multidisciplinary team members throughout the 
iterative cycle of the project. that it is important to understand how this knowledge is captured, 
shared and used as the team intervenes in the system and how this would enrich the insights for 
the whole team and ultimately the outcome for the client. 
For my research this created an interest in knowledge flow, how do we identify the factors 
that create effective knowledge flow between multidisciplinary team members and between 
the project team and the organizational system we are intervening in? in addition how do we 
make a conscious effort to manage this flow and hence, what processes do we employ? this 
thought initiated a project5 to explore how multidisciplinary research teams perceive and work 
with knowledge flow. as the timing of this project clashed with my two practice based projects, 
this project did not eventuate. this Protospace project is one i would like to come back to post 
Phd and one that following this current research has confirmed for me that knowledge flow 
is a critical element of multidisciplinary team work and that our current ways of sharing and 
working with knowledge is limited.
Working with and Crossing Boundaries
the concept of Boundaries is important in general systems theory. Boundaries define or set 
the limits of interaction (contact) between the individual, system and its environment and 
in social systems are difficult to delineate (Stapley 1996, Kast & Rosensweig 1972). anyone 
that has worked in an organization of some sort has experienced the challenges inherent in 
departmental boundaries and operational silos. But as Stapley (1996) highlights, boundaries can 
take many forms and are more than physical demarcation lines that can be seen, boundaries 
can be either, spatial, temporal, psychological, social or a combination of these. Boundaries 
can be based on role, authority, identity, and are either conscious or unconscious. importantly 
boundaries are developed to create meaning and to provide consistency and security. a well 
functioning boundary permits logical thinking. an unexamined boundary can cause resistance 
5. Exploratory research: Pilot studies
this project was initiated because i was certain that knowledge flow between a project team was critical to how 
systemic issues were surfaced. i had been working as a research assistant on an acid project named Protospace for 
over a year before i began my Phd and i wanted to explore the concept of knowledge flow among multidisciplinary 
project teams. i conducted 10 interviews with various team members and wanted to play back the multiple voices 
captured back to the team for further discussion and reflection. i planned to workshop this discussion to extract 
the key dynamics that were perceived to operate within teams – this workshop would then lead to creating a 
narrative database using david Snowden’s Sensemaker software and model. the intent of this database was to 
capture the stories of other researchers within the various commonwealth research centres (cRc) in australia.  
this idea had to be dropped initially as the timing coincided with the start of both the loupe and design 
consultancy projects and then later regrettable because these two projects had spanned 12-18 month duration;  
the original protospace team had disbanded and i was running out of time. 
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to both learning and change. Stapley (1996) further highlights that the nature of strategy is 
to question the very existence of the organization because strategy goes to the heart of the 
reason for its existence. any change is liable to undermine the very structure of meaning on 
which organizations have come to rely for its sense of continuity, consistency and confirmation. 
(Stapley 1996). 
Flood (2000) describes boundaries as the core of churchman’s critical systems thinking process. 
churchman believed that boundaries are mental constructs that determine what we view and 
take account of at any given moment and hence our view of something can only ever be partial 
and temporal. hence boundary judgments are needed and that these are about choices that 
determine who is to be in the bounded action area and will benefit, and who is to be out and 
will not benefit. that critique helps us to become aware of what boundaries we are working 
with. Senge (2005) further highlights that it is important to surface the paradigms that keep 
boundaries working. in other words problems occur not because we have boundaries but that  
we forget the assumptions underpinning these boundaries.
as can be seen by the various authors above, boundaries can take many forms and it is naïve 
to believe that a simple discussion about stakeholder involvement will identify, capture or 
overcome boundary challenges. i strongly believed that exploring and understanding boundaries 
was critical to our ability to surface systemic conversations. unexamined boundaries could 
constrain the types of conversations that project teams can have with different organizational 
players and even among its’ own multidisciplinary team members. that we needed to find a way 
to do this, to cross boundaries and open up the right type of conversation. 
Before this research investigation began, i saw the challenge of initiating systemic conversations 
as one of ‘random opportunity’, ‘attitude’ and ‘conversation shortfall’. this exercise gave me an 
insight into the dynamics at play, dynamics that were abstracted away from personalities and 
preferences to dynamics that provided a challenge i could work with and think about. these 
challenges drove the design of a theoretical model (thought experiment) with which teams could 
intervene in organizations and hence influenced my choice of research methods described earlier.
Building a Model for Intervening (A Thought Experiment)
as highlighted in chapter one this thought experiment 
emerged from my reflections on my concept map (diagram 
2.2) and for me this thought experiment was a natural 
extension of my own nature. My natural inclination is to 
bring ideas into concrete expression and experimentation. 
Something i believed that practice based research allows you 
to do and learn from and why i thought this methodology 
was appropriate for my research investigation. diagram 3.2 
is a representation of the model i drew for intervening in an 
organizational system. this model was centered on creating 
knowledge flow, crossing boundaries and a way of working with a system’s hidden dynamics. 
there were three design propositions to this model and how i believed we could work with these 
challenges. these design propositions are described briefly below and influenced the methods 
i chose to conduct this research. in the conclusion i explore what i learnt about this thought 
experiment and its potential for surfacing systemic implications. 
Diagram 3.2: A Model for Intervening
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Proposition One: Design Team as Leverage in crossing boundaries
in systems thinking the principle of ‘Leverage’ refers to small well focused actions that can 
produce significant enduring improvements, if these actions are in the right place (Senge 2008, 
p64). in thinking about the challenges presented regarding boundaries i recognized the leverage 
design teams had over internal project teams. in internal business teams, the experts were 
recruited on teams to represent particular departments. in comparison, design teams by their 
nature were expected to inquire and learn about the system they were working in. in particular 
a design approach appeared to have an emergent and learning quality about it rather than the 
usual management consultancy approach of assessing an organization with predetermined 
metrics and indices. it struck me that in working with design teams it was a great opportunity 
to investigate, experiment and reflect on what actions design teams currently take or could take 
to surface systemic conversations and whether indeed it had leverage over business teams to 
engage in systemic conversations. 
Various scholars such as Buchanan (1992), Kimbell (2009), and cross (2011) describes design 
thinking as an iterative process that involves re-framing what we understand the design problem 
to be and that our knowledge changes as we talk to different people and go through the various 
stages of the design inquiry. i wanted to explore how a design team manages this iterative 
process of understanding and what methods they use to engage clients in conversation. the 
premise around investigating systemic conversations was that in implementing new ideas we 
can potentially create new and multiple problem spaces that extend beyond the boundary of the 
innovation itself. i was curious to see what designers understood about this premise and how 
they considered it or not in the delivery of their brief. 
Proposition Two: The need for an iterative Project Management Framework that works with and 
facilitates the flow of knowledge
i believed that a project management framework had to have an iterative cycle which allowed 
the team to work with the flow of knowledge within the organization and within the project 
team as it was learning about the organization. to access a more complete picture of the whole 
an inquiry process needed to not only tap into the natural flow of knowledge but to keep this 
flow circulating with what is being learnt and revealed. the process i wanted to explore in 
particular was a learning history approach as described in the methods section. i wanted to 
explore and reflect on its potential as a proactive project management framework throughout 
the life cycle of the project. i recognized however, that the amount of work that went into 
producing the artifact was too complicated for a project management cycle and maybe the 
value was in its process and the adherence of its values. By using this tool to manage my own 
learning during the projects it gave me some data with which i could reflect on this proposition. 
i believed the learning history framework could facilitate three objectives. Firstly, it could 
provide a process/method with which to capture, share and work with the data and knowledge 
surfaced during the intervention and more importantly to provide the team with opportunities 
for reflection and sense making. Secondly, this framework could allow the investigative scope 
of the project team to broaden outside of its traditional boundaries in order to surface systemic 
relationships. thirdly, i believed it could provide a mechanism for the project team to pass on key 
issues to an organization’s executives. issues, that are usually beyond the original scope of the 
team’s inquiry but which could impact their project’s implementation. 
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Proposition Three: Mapping what we learn in order to reveal Relationships and interconnections
With this project management framework i wanted to explore how you progressively map 
what you are learning from the system? how do you take the rich and stimulating insights and 
learning that surface during dialogue and capture it in an artifact that the design team goes 
back to, in-order to reframe what they know of the system as their knowledge grows or is refined. 
i believed that it was important to visually capture what the system (organization) looks like, 
to explore our assumption about it and how it will change with our intervention. an artifact 
that could invite contribution from people both involved and not involved in the project, people 
who might have a different piece of the puzzle at any one time. an artifact that highlights and 
provokes discussion about what we have and what is being changed and the assumptions we 
make with this. 
as can be seen in diagram 3.2 this intervention model required me to learn about and use four 
new processes and tools, these were mapping (and drawing), design thinking, narrative and 
learning histories. this intervention model contributed directly to the design of my research and 
the methods i chose for this investigation. 
Project 2: Loupe
Loupe was an interaction design research project funded by the australasian commonwealth 
Research centre for interaction design (acid). acid was a national multi-site, multidisciplinary 
research centre, consisting of researchers from different universities across australia. the Loupe 
project had been exploring the role of visualizations in digital settings and was approached by an 
industry partner in the financial services industry who wanted to work with the research team 
on the application of this visualization research to their own project. the partner wanted to 
explore the role that visualization could play in enhancing their customer’s experience and as an 
object for sense-making and communication within their online social space. 
Our industry partner wanted to take their existing services online, and they were well underway 
in building this platform through a third party vendor. the online environment contained three 
elements, the front end accounting package, back end warehousing of data and a new customer 
benchmarking service. they saw this online strategy as an opportunity to:
1. reduce manual processes and free up analysts to provide business advice
2. provide additional, richer services to their customer base
3. access new market segments.
the Loupe project was managed from RMit’s acid office and conducted over a 12 month 
period. it involved a multidisciplinary research team from acid of which i was a member and 
an internal project team from our partner organization. Our multidisciplinary research team 
came with backgrounds in interaction design, communication design, accounting, human 
computer interaction, marketing, media studies, communication, business, computer supported 
cooperative work (cScW), and system design.
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Project Objectives
as the Loupe project progressed, the original objective of exploring visualizations was expanded 
and the overall deliverables for the project became:
1. Research the role of data visualization and apply this knowledge to the partner’s online 
environment 
2. Research the current work practices in the organization’s Business advisory Services unit 
(BaS) by conducting a contextual analysis of its existing practices.
3. communicate the vision of the new technology and the changes to analyst’s existing  
work practices.
My Role
in this project i was as a member of the design/research team (research team) engaged with 
applying the methods, tools and thinking of design to the partner’s problem space and engaged 
in the partner’s conversations around their project. My role as a member of the research team 
was to contribute to the team’s delivery of their partner’s design brief. Both this role and context 
was unfamiliar to me. While i wasn’t involved directly in the visualization research i was 
involved in the interviews and contextual inquiry of existing work practices and in the synthesis 
of this research to help communicate the vision of this new technology. this role and the 
project’s context gave me full access to the design processes used by the team and full access to 
the partner, their project and data. 
Research Opportunity
this project presented me with many opportunities. it gave me the opportunity to observe, 
participate and reflect on the role and practices of design; how the design component of a 
project intersects with the partner’s implementation process and implementation challenges; 
what were the boundaries of the design task and how the team and partner perceived this and 
what were the implications of this. in particular it gave me the opportunity to reflect on where 
and how systemic issues arise, how these are captured or not and, in what ways could issues be 
surfaced for deliberation. 
My Research Objectives
My objective as a member of this team was to learn about design practices and observe 
how design intercepts and interacts with the project implementation space. importantly i 
wanted to explore designs potential agency in enabling systemic conversations. i was hoping 
for the opportunity to experiment with visual artifacts that enabled teams to have systemic 
conversations and to prototype their effectiveness with our industry partner. this opportunity 
did present itself after a process of experimentation as i will describe in detail in chapter four.
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Key Activities
there were key activities in this project that were centered on delivering both our partner’s brief 
and in delivering my research objectives. What follows is a brief description of these events. this 
background will help contextualize my discussion in the following findings chapters. 
Project Briefings and updates
in September 2008 the multidisciplinary 
research team was formed and briefed in a 
workshop designed to set the objectives for 
the project (Figure 3.1). at this workshop 
our partner shared the background to his 
project, his key issues and the objectives of 
the partnership. Our Loupe project leader 
shared the visualization work completed 
to date and how this needed to translate 
to applications for the client’s online 
environment. this meeting was the first time 
that the multidisciplinary team was first 
brought together to learn about and share 
their thinking on the project. this workshop 
initiated a contextual inquiry into the partner’s 
Business advisory unit (BaS) and their Senior 
analyst’s work in order to get a deeper understanding of what they do and how this will change 
through the innovation. in March 2009 the team followed up this initial workshop in order to 
share the progress of the contextual inquiry and interviews and to discuss the next steps to the 
project. in addition to this whole system approach to sharing information the Loupe project had 
mechanisms by which team members were kept up to date, from planned meetings and specific 
workshops, to email updates, distribution of status reports and a project website for online 
conversations. there were also informal processes for exchanging information about ‘what have 
you been up to’ whether passing someone at their desk or walking past a sub team meeting that 
you had time to sit in and listen.
Project Engagement
as a member of the team, while i was privy to 
the conversations around each of the above 
objectives, i was not necessarily present for 
all the work that went into each of these 
deliverables. Realistically people’s availability 
around other commitments and the various 
strengths of team members, saw this work 
divided into sub teams which formed and 
reformed at different times. i was not involved 
in the visualization research but i was deeply 
involved in the contextual enquiry of existing 
work practices (figure 3.2). a practice that was Figure 3.2: Contextual Inquiry into BAS Unit
Figure 3.1: Loupe Workshop
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totally new to me. i spent nine half days over a three week period conducting the contextual 
inquiry and a handful of interviews with senior management and senior analysts within the BaS 
team. i was also involved in the synthesis and communication of this data in various forms to 
different audiences. 
the visualization research and the data from 
the contextual inquiry fed into different design 
activities that created a series of artifacts 
for our partner’s project (Figure 3.3). these 
artifacts were design Patterns, Mental Models 
and info graphics. See Yuille et al (2010) and 
Macdonald et al (2010) for a description of this 
design work and the artifacts. however, where 
my own research is concerned in chapter 
four i reflect on my own experience of the 
use and role of these artifacts. how this work 
challenged me to rethink my understanding of visualizations and to reflect on the role that 
intent plays in what we actually see and highlight.
in addition, the project’s interviews and the contextual inquiry data used by the project team to 
deliver their design brief, was also the core data i used to experiment with creating artifacts and 
enabling systemic conversations with our industry partner. 
Managing the Research Component in Practice
diagram 3.3 illustrates a detailed flow chart of the Loupe 
project and my research activity. it outlines the timing, events, 
my role, how the data was captured, what outputs were 
produced and how these activities fed into the data synthesis 
and research insights. My role as a researcher within this 
project was explicitly negotiated with both the Loupe project 
team and the partner. however, the details of what this would 
involve was not necessarily discussed nor planned in advance. 
as opportunities arose, i requested permission to interview the 
partner and to experiment with the data captured through the 
project. Of note is that aside from experimenting with artifacts to enable systemic conversations, 
the timeline and activity did not allow for any real reflection about what i was learning. it wasn’t 
until i began to synthesis my notes and reflect on Loupe that i realized how much it had actually 
contributed to my thinking. unlike the consultancy project which consisted of purposeful 
reflective conversations, Loupe for me was dominated by the delivery of the project’s brief and 
of my own experimentation with the data. the conversations in the Loupe project were centered 
on the partner’s brief and what we were learning about the partner’s organization. it was difficult 
to engage in reflective conversations about our practice while working to a deadline and in most 
cases people’s multiple deadlines. Reflection on the project occurred months later when the 
design team had to disseminate its work in academic publications and i was challenged to think 
Figure 3.3: Loupe Project Artifacts
Diagram 3.3: Loupe Timeline Activities
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about what i had learnt through the project and how my work with general Systems theory 
influenced some of my actions. in the synthesis stage of this research i had to piece together from 
my field notes memories of the process, how i felt about different methods and what were key 
insights to this investigation. the real value of this case study to my investigation was only fully 
understood when i embarked on this synthesis stage. 
Research Artifacts: Experimentation and 
Feedback
through the collection of data from our 
interviews and the contextual inquiry i had 
the opportunity to experiment with developing 
artifacts to enable systemic conversations 
(Figure 3.4). this activity revealed implications 
that were already creating challenges to the 
progress of the partner’s implementation 
process. these artifacts and their development 
are discussed in chapter four. in February 2010 
i shared these artifacts with the partner and 
his colleague and recorded our discussion. i 
captured their feedback not only about my 
research artifacts but on the overall project and how the Loupe artifacts were received by the 
organization. 
Figure 3.4: Artifacts for Systemic Conversations
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Project 3: Design Consultancy
Project background
this project involved shadowing a Sydney based design consultancy over a 16 month period. 
the design consultancy is at the cutting edge of design thinking in management practices and 
i was introduced to them through my supervisor. i was to shadow the team as it worked on a 
particular stage of a client’s project. the project was complex, spanning three to five years for 
the client, of which the design consultancy had been working with them on different design 
elements for a period of eight months. the project involved multiple stakeholders with suppliers 
distributed interstate and overseas. this project involved monthly and in some cases bimonthly 
visits to meet up with the project team. While i was initially there to observe design practices 
in business, i realized early in the briefing sessions that i had the unique opportunity to observe 
design practices within project management, a space which was new for the design consultancy 
and with which their client had asked them to assist. 
important to this project was that the project leader in the consultancy had come from 
a traditional business consulting background and had been working with the design 
consultancy for the last three years. the consultancy while wanting to branch out into this new 
implementation space was aware that they could take on their client’s request to help them with 
this part of their project because of the project leaders experience and the support he could be 
given by three other staff who had either come from a management consulting background or 
industrial design role in manufacturing.
Project objectives
the consultancy had 3 objectives it wanted to achieve.
1. the first was to help guide the client’s project team in the implementation of a particular 
stage of its project. 
2. to help the client reflect on the effectiveness of their project management capabilities
3. the design consultancy itself wanted to learn about being in this ‘build’ space as they termed 
it. they wanted to understand what capabilities were needed and how effective their existing 
toolset was in this space.
Role
My role was to shadow the consultant’s project team and to jointly reflect with them on their 
experience of working in this space. the consultancy had also undertaken to help their client 
reflect on their own project management capabilities and i was invited to help them with this 
objective. Because of the confidential nature of this work and my being located in Melbourne, 
the conversations were of a reflective nature about what was being learnt about process and not 
focused on the content of the client’s conversation as i had done with the Loupe project. 
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Research Opportunities
this project presented a unique opportunity to understand how designers experience this 
implementation space and how they perceived the effectiveness of their own tools. it also 
allowed me to reflect on the contrast between a typical business approach and design approach 
to the issues they were working with. this project also gave me the opportunity to observe an 
organization enacting a new strategy and how in enacting this new strategy it hit up against its 
own existing practices, values and identity. the reflective nature of this project also created an 
opportunity for me to think about the role of learning and reflection within practice. this was a 
topic the project leader and i explored often during this project. 
Research Objectives
My research objective was to be an embedded researcher within this design consultancy, 
observing the process the design consultants were taking and helping them reflect on this 
process. as with the Loupe project i wanted to observe design practices and this context provided 
a unique opportunity to observe design and designers in the space of project implementation. i 
also wanted to observe if and how they surfaced and dealt with systemic implications. 
Key Activities
there were key activities in this project that were centered on delivering their client’s brief and 
in delivering my research objectives. What follows is a brief description of these events. this 
background will help contextualize my discussion in the following findings chapters. 
Managing the Research component in practice
My involvement with the consultancy was 
negotiated on the basis that there were 
synergies between their research objectives 
and my own Phd research. early after the 
preliminary introduction to the client’s 
project i sat down with the consultancy’s 
management and the project team leader 
(Figure 3.5) to share our individual goals for 
this research partnership, our expectations, 
our interests and our contribution to each 
others objectives. after agreeing there were 
synergies and on the objectives for our 
collaboration, we discussed and agreed on the 
process we would use and identified resources 
with which i could travel to Sydney. this half 
day workshop was recorded and transcribed. diagram 3.4 
contains a detailed flow chart of this research activity, the 
timing, events, my role, how the data was captured, what 
outputs were produced and how these fed into the data 
synthesis and research insights. 
Figure 3.5: Identifying Synergies in research collaboration
Diagram 3.4:  
Consultancy Timeline Activities
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Project Briefing
i was lucky in the timing of this project as i managed to join the consulting team on their first 
briefing session. the team was given background information to the project, key issues and the 
results of preliminary interviews. they used this information to plan their next steps. 
Project Engagement
during the project i had the opportunity to sit in on a couple of their client meetings. due to the 
confidential nature of the conversations i didn’t record any of these conversations but took notes 
about what i was observing and how the design consultancy was managing this process.
Overall however, it was particularly difficult to keep abreast of the project while located in 
Melbourne and there were many instances when planned sessions didn’t eventuate because 
team members had been called into the client’s office to respond to issues that arose. however, 
this initiated unplanned conversations with other members of the design consultancy which 
were valuable in themselves. in the end we gave up on interim visits to Sydney and decided to 
run a three day workshop at the end of June when this project’s completion deadline was set. 
the objective was to reflect on what was 
learnt and what could be done better. the 
consultancy often ran what they called an 
after action Review (aaR) and wanted to use 
this framework for the workshop. i took this 
opportunity to ask them to tell me the story 
of this project using a timeline reflecting on 
the last six months and the critical events 
along the timeline. i also asked them to collect 
and bring the artifacts that were used or 
developed during this engagement (Figure 3.6). 
this workshop was recorded and the audio 
was transcribed word for word providing a 
rich collection of stories for this research. the 
timeline became a scaffold for conversations 
around events, how people felt, what 
motivated particular actions and so forth. the 
conversations this timeline produced were 
significant not only for my research but for the 
consultancy and i reflect on this further in the 
following chapters. 
Figure 3.6: Building a Timeline and Capturing Stories
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Research Experimentation and Feedback
the stories captured during the aaR were transcribed into several mind maps. these mind 
maps captured stories around; working in ‘this very different space’; what worked and what 
didn’t; the designers mindset and what survived of design techniques in this implementation 
environment; and the implications to the consultancy’s own infrastructure, values, processes 
and practices in order to work with complex implementation teams. Figure 3.7 shows the topics 
of the 11 mind maps that were developed. each mind map recorded my observations around 
these topics and were supported by several quotes from the participants. i made follow up trips 
in July and October 2009 to share these mind maps with the project leader and key personnel 
and to reflect on the stories told and to get a sense of how the team perceived the representation 
of the aaR conversations. in november 2009 i went back to conduct one on one interviews with 
team members to explore some of the noticeable events and issues that stood out through the 
aaR and my conversations throughout this period. these interviews were also recorded and 
transcribed word for word.
Figure 3.7: Stories Captured from After Action Review (AAR)
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One objective through this project on which 
we didn’t deliver, was to help the consultancy’s 
client to reflect on their own project 
management skills. numerous attempts were 
made to initiate this activity but the client’s 
system kept pushing back and resisted even 
though their own executives had requested 
this activity. We agreed that this objective 
at least for me had to be abandoned as i 
started to move into the synthesis stage of my 
research. Finally in May 2010 i had a full day 
workshop with the project leader in Melbourne 
to lay out all the data that was captured and 
to reflect on what this meant for how the 
consultancy moved forward with their work in this implementation space (Figure 3.8). 
in the following chapters i share what was learnt from these three research projects.
Figure 3.8: Implications Workshop
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ChAPTER 4 
The Practice of Enabling 
“Buckminster Fuller used to say that if you want to teach 
people a new way of thinking, don’t bother trying to teach 
them. Instead, give them a tool, the use of which will lead 
to new ways of thinking”
(Senge et al, 1998, p28)
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in this chapter i discuss my experiments 
and reflections around the task of enabling 
systemic conversations. Both my projects 
provided opportunities for me to observe 
how in practice, systemic issues surfaced and 
how the project teams responded to these 
instances. i have used my work in the Loupe 
project to illustrate the progression in my 
thinking around the task of enabling systemic 
conversations. this project was central to 
my practice and reflections and involved 
months of experiments with artifacts that 
could capture these conversations. Where 
appropriate i highlight how the parallel work 
within the consultancy project surfaced 
similar or additional insights and how each 
of the three projects influenced each other. My three projects led to identifying what i term and 
describe below as Seeing differently and conversations that are centered in the What is Space. 
Seeing differently
through this investigation i came to realize 
that enabling systemic conversations is a 
multifaceted task that requires capabilities in 
surfacing, capturing, representing, engaging 
and initiating action (see Figure 4.1). these 
capabilities are distinct from each other and 
require skill sets that i believe are not readily 
embodied in one individual. i also recognized 
early in my experiments that our current 
approach of using multidisciplinary teams 
in projects is not enough to enable systemic 
conversations because enabling requires 
people with these diverse skills to think and 
do things differently from their existing practice. in other words it requires new ways of doing, 
perceiving, and valuing and while i build on this insight further in chapters five to six, in this 
chapter i will illustrate the instances through my practice where this new thinking was being 
provoked. i begin by first describing what i learnt through my engagement in the Loupe project 
as a member of the team participating in and observing the team’s processes. i highlight where 
the insights from my other two projects added to these observations. Finally i discuss how i 
built on these insights through my own experiments with artifacts and how our Loupe partner 
responded to this work. My own experiments with drawing began just as the Loupe research 
team was finalizing their outputs for the project and the consultancy team in Sydney had just 
completed their after action review (aaR). While i use the Loupe timeline to tell the story of this 
research’s progression, the stories i discuss in this chapter are centered on these multifaceted 
tasks. i have chosen to use the Loupe timeline to illustrate that these capabilities did not present 
themselves in a linear fashion and i use figure 4.1 to illustrate this point and to anchor this 
chapter’s discussion.
Figure 4.1: Multifaceted Skills
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Project Engagement: Learning from Participating
as a member of the Loupe project team i was given the task of conducting the contextual 
inquiry into the BaS team’s practices for two reasons. Firstly, as i was unfamiliar with this 
technique it would give me hands on practice and insight into this popular design tool. Secondly, 
given my business background and the short time we had to complete this inquiry i could 
focus on the key processes the BaS team undertook rather than spend time in unraveling the 
language of accounting. in this activity i watched various members of the team work on discreet 
tasks such as tax reconciliations, invoicing, journal entries, financial reporting, team meetings 
and so forth and i recorded my observations and conversations in a field journal. What i hadn’t 
anticipated when offered this task was that this activity would be central to my doctoral 
thinking and would open up many avenues for reflection. these reflections around the projects 
engagement are described below.
Capturing the stories told through practice
While i recorded what materials and systems 
were used in each of the processes i had 
observed, what caught my attention were the 
stories that were told around the practice i 
was observing. For example in the process of 
observing a Senior analyst working on financial 
reports she took a call which i assumed was 
a personal call. When she had finished her 
conversation she proceeded to tell me it was a 
client who had just invited her to her birthday. 
this created an impromptu conversation about 
what she loved about her job, the relationships 
and personal contact with clients and the different personalities she met during her contracts 
even though some clients could be difficult. this was a sentiment i heard expressed by other 
senior analysts in my closing interviews with the team. 
“I enjoy working with different personalities and in being able to manage the challenges inherent in 
these diverse relationships and interactions”. (Senior Analyst 4)
Similarly, while watching the preparation of a tax Reconciliation a Senior analyst compiled 
an email with a series of questions for the client. She explained the purpose for this was to 
avoid a lengthy phone conversation and that the client could answer these questions at their 
leisure. it happened that as i was sitting with her two days later when the Partner responsible 
for the account came over to have a private conversation with her about the email. She then 
explained that the email was also her way of sharing the information with the Partner and that 
he could then advise her on what could be put in writing and what should be a phone call and 
importantly with whom to have the conversation. She explained that this practice was around 
the company’s risk and confidentiality policies. 
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there were many more of these conversations around the motivation or meaning behind a 
particular practice, and how the analysts felt about things that simple unobtrusive observation 
would have kept hidden. i began to ask many more ‘why’ questions and even shared my 
observations with the team. For example i had observed that when people came in to work they 
always made an effort to say hello or ask a question about people’s whereabouts not only of 
their own team but to other BaS teams seated near them. When i commented on what a relaxed 
and friendly unit it was i was promptly told it was an informal way to keep up to date with 
people’s availability for signing off work or joining what they termed engagement teams to work 
on new accounts.
this story telling around practice also became evident months later within the consultancy 
project during their after action Review (aaR). While the team recorded their activity on the 
timeline and captured key meetings, major decisions and turning points in the project, my 
recording of this workshop similarly captured the stories around their practice. these stories 
revealed how the team felt about working on such a project, the gaps in each team member’s 
knowledge of the full intervention and the implications for their organization if it was to work 
this way again. 
in reflecting on these instances i wrote in my journal that this story telling around practice made 
me think of my experience with business meetings and workshops. at times the conversations 
in these forums had high energy and participation and you left the meeting feeling like it was 
worth the time you spent to participate. Yet once back at the office when the notes and actions 
were circulated back to the team, the pointlessness of the meeting was once again felt. the notes 
circulated were always a one dimensional representation of the conversations and importantly 
key insights and issues raised were lost. there was a gap in how we held conversations and 
how we recorded and translated what needed to occur going forward. in contrast my research 
highlighted how much richer the outputs of these conversations could be if we could find a 
better way of capturing, representing and taking action on the insights these stories reveal 
during these forums. 
Hidden Insights
during the second week of the contextual 
inquiry i had asked each member of the team 
to fill out a chart highlighting what tasks are 
done on a daily, weekly, monthly, quarterly, 
biannually, yearly or adhoc basis. the team 
members were told that the chart would give us 
an understanding of what their role comprised 
of and given the short period of contextual 
observation to be able to identify what 
proportion of their activities had been observed 
and where best to spend my remaining time with 
the team. the chart also provided me with the opportunity to see how the team perceived their 
role and to then map what was observed and how the two compared. 
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diagram 4.1 contains my original spreadsheet on the left. 
this spreadsheet highlighted in green the additional tasks 
i had observed staff undertake. On the right is a visual of 
this spreadsheet which was created by our research leader. 
While the detail around time was lost this visual effectively 
highlighted the discrepancy between the senior analyst’s role 
and what they were observed additionally doing (highlighted 
in red).
this exercise revealed that while the Senior analysts had 
recorded the tasks outlined in their official job description 
they had left out all the things they actually did do, simply to get the job done and to help the 
junior analysts that were swamped with manual procedures. this exercise was interpreted in 
two different ways by the Loupe research team. Firstly, it was clear that the analyst did not 
consider these activities as their job and hence supported the objective behind the design of 
the new online platform to reduce this type of work. But for myself who had spent two weeks 
observing and having conversations with the team, i believe this chart revealed the senior 
analyst’s mindset that we need to do whatever it takes to look after the client. Whether this 
meant doing work that junior staff were paid to do, or going beyond their job description to 
service a client’s request as highlighted by other stories captured in the contextual inquiry. 
Intent and the Role it plays in what we see
it was clear to me that the contextual inquiry 
had surfaced implications for the organization’s 
proposed new online system. however, i 
questioned whether my own research interest 
was influencing what i was observing and 
hence missing other significant clues around 
the analyst’s practice. i wondered if conducting 
the contextual inquiry in a parallel fashion 
with one of the designers on our research team, 
would have yielded anything different. in other 
words would a designer see something i missed 
or alternatively, would they have unconsciously left out what i had seen. the field of design 
uses contextual inquiry to understand existing practices with the intent of identifying latent 
opportunities and unmet needs. My own research interest and therefore unconsciously my 
intent in understanding existing practices was to identify where systemic issues lay hidden and 
could undermine what the innovation was being designed for. in hindsight this type of parallel 
observation to understand how intent influences what we see, would have made a valuable 
contribution to this research and is a line of inquiry i would like to explore further post Phd. this 
questioning around intent left me with the need to be conscious of my own biases and to record 
as much as i could without any judgment. importantly this questioning initiated my reflections 
around the role of intent, and how disciplinary practices or personal proclivities influence what 
we see. intent as a concept kept surfacing throughout this research and is explored more deeply 
in chapter six.
Diagram 4.1: A Designer’s Approach: 
Using Detail to find Significance
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The strength of artifacts in anchoring and recalling stories
as prearranged with the Loupe partner, after the 
first two weeks of contextual enquiry, i needed 
to share my preliminary observations with 
the entire project team. this involved both the 
Loupe research team and the partner’s project 
team. in preparing for this workshop i tried 
to brief my research leader and i struggled to 
succinctly share the multiple observations and 
impressions. in frustration i grabbed an artifact 
i had collected from my observations and told 
the story around the artifact and to my surprise discovered an effective way to anchor and share 
what i was learning with my colleague. 
i decided to use this process to communicate my preliminary observations to the workshop 
participants and told the stories around the eight key artifacts that were collected during the 
observational period. these stories were around the importance of relationships for team 
members, the variability and flexibility in how work came in and was processed, how practices 
where embedded in manual processes and ad hoc visualizations and so forth. But most 
importantly how these observed ‘behaviors’ facilitated knowledge sharing, joint problem solving, 
trust, strong client focus, and cohesive teamwork. Of particular note was how the BaS team’s 
visualizations were developed to assist in diverse activities ranging from analysis, decision 
making, negotiations and general communication purposes. i highlighted to the team that 
each of these stories contained implications that needed to be considered for the design and 
implementation of the online environment. i was then sent back for my final week to explore 
some of these issues further and to have one on one conversation with four of the senior analysts.
Building a Scaffold for telling stories
in the Loupe workshop i found the experience 
of using an artifact to tell a story powerful and 
wondered if this was a technique that could be 
applied in any situation or one that happened 
to work for the purpose i needed. this thought 
initiated my request to the consultancy three 
months later to build a timeline in order to 
tell me the story of their engagement with 
their project. While the consultancy had their 
own process for debriefing a job using an 
aaR framework they allocated the first day of 
the workshop to create the skeleton of the timeline and to attach the artifacts that they had 
both collected or created for the particular event on the timeline (see Figure 3.5 in chapter 3). 
the timeline operated as a scaffold to help the team recall events and memories and at the 
same time created a way to recall and anchor the different stories. When different members 
of the team joined the workshop over the next two days the artifact acted as a way to brief 
the members on what stories they had been telling and these stories were built on by the new 
members of the team who had joined us on day two or three. at the end of each day the timeline 
was synthesized into key events and insights which the team built on in the following session. 
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the timeline also continued to play a role in the weeks following the workshop. in my follow 
up conversations with the project leader he described how the artifact was fluid and how every 
time he looked at it, it prompted new memories and insights about their practice. also, that the 
timeline artifact had taken many forms from the original that left the workshop and that the 
current version was altered to be appropriate to share with their client. the project leader in 
this new version had removed the emotive language and highlighted the client’s issues over the 
consultancy’s issues. this anchoring and recalling were the characteristics of the type of artifact 
i was envisioning in Project one that pooled what the team were learning and created ways for 
the team to not only have conversations but to prompt further insights about the system they 
were exploring. 
Taking a Business Approach to data: Limiting the flow and transfer of knowledge
at the end of the contextual inquiry i submitted 
a report to acid on what had been learnt 
through the inquiry and the initial interviews 
which had been transcribed word for word. 
this 70 page document was not easy nor was 
it enjoyable to read. i had a de-ja-vu moment 
remembering my reflections on my previous 
work as a research assistant within acid’s 
Protospace project. how the reports that were 
produced and circulated to a wider audience 
were not actually read. My interviews with the Protospace team members revealed that while 
the extended team members were curious about what i was learning and writing they either 
did not find time to read it or found it too laborious to get into the details of the report. i found 
myself once again wondering not only about how to communicate complex data but how do 
you ensure this knowledge flows amongst teams. Figure 4.2 was drawn by a colleague in the 
Protospace project to represent a conversation we had about knowledge flow. My colleague had 
Figure 4.2: A Conversation around Knowledge Flow
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stepped out of his role in the protospace design team to help me research technological trends.  
i spoke about my frustration that what i had learnt about industry and market trends seemed to 
stagnate within the reports and a small audience. he spoke about what he had learnt and how 
that had filtered into his day to day conversations with the programmers and how it influenced 
their design solutions. We spoke about how in this instance knowledge was transferred 
by chance, not design. again, i found myself wondering how we could create impromptu 
conversations that drew the right people to talk about the right thing at the right moment. 
The role that skills play in initiating new ways of working
during the feedback period on the results 
of the contextual inquiry i was feeling 
hamstrung by my lack of skill to even 
attempt to synthesize, draw or map the data 
i had collected in order to communicate to 
my colleagues. Senge (1998) in his work on 
organizational learning describes the deep 
learning cycle6 (Figure 4.3) that individuals 
and teams go through to not only develop 
new capacities for organizational learning 
but to experience the necessary fundamental 
shifts of mind that need to occur. While 
Senge (1998) writes within the context of 
the learning organization and how his five 
disciplines are the skills necessary to initiate 
this learning cycle, i resonated to this cycle 
in this new design context in which i found 
myself. however, unlike Senge’s cycle which 
begins with new skills i found myself at 
a different stage of this cycle. through 
my early interaction with designers, i had 
developed an awareness and appreciation 
of design methods, particularly designer’s 
ability to synthesize ideas up a level and to 
use visualizations to communicate. But i was 
limited by my own skills to be able to participate in this new way of working and i knew that 
i would resort to what i knew best and in this case this was writing reports. in my journal i 
reflected on the following:
Figure 4.3: Senge’s Deep learning Cycle
6. that new skills and capabilities alter what people can do and understand and in turn people develop new 
awareness and sensibilities.  Over time as people see and experience the world differently new beliefs and 
assumptions begin to form which enables further developments of skills and capabilities (p18).
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Barriers to appreciating new ways of working
While this need to communicate differently, drove the experiments i discuss further down, 
it also created reflections for me around sustaining people’s interest in new ways of working 
(i.e. business people to think like designers or for people to think systemically). if people 
appreciate new ways of working but do not have access to learning these skills or resources 
that can support these new practices, how long would this interest in new ways of working 
last. the burden of new knowledge, the inability to see improvements through new practices 
and embedded organizational routines are all factors identified in the diffusion research 
(Fichman 1992, edmonson 2001, 2003) that impact whether new ways of working are adopted or 
abandoned. i believe the same thing happens if we ask people to think and do things differently. 
appreciation alone does not sustain new behaviors. 
Inclination and fit that modifies skills
With this research i began to believe that there was a fourth element to Senge’s cycle above 
and that is our inclination and fit to the skills or context to which we are applying ourselves. 
there were many moments in these projects where i watched designers patiently rework their 
artifact to have the correct balance, form, color coding or font and so forth. My reaction was to 
ask ‘what was wrong with what you had before, it did the job and communicated the message’. 
however there was what i called a level of artistry where the designers own sensibilities and 
standards were not being expressed in the artifact; and i knew that my own inclination and level 
of patience for working with these aesthetic characteristics would be less. these observations 
and reflections around inclination, fit to job and environment became more pronounced in the 
consultancy project as i saw designer’s sensibilities challenged by the implementation space.  
i share these stories and elaborate on this concept of inclination and fit in chapter five further. 
Level of skill
i began to question whether the ability to see visually and play with form, shape and color is 
equally inherent in all of us and importantly what level of skill was necessary for business 
professionals to have. through this research and my own attempts at drawing i realize that there 
is a difference between being a skilled design professional and in having a skill that sufficiently 
facilitates your thinking and ability to communicate. i believe this insight is important because 
it challenges the simplistic rhetoric in the literature about design in business and business 
people being designers. i also began to wonder, if as with aesthetic inclinations, could seeing 
systemically be a skill that could be learnt by anyone or whether it was a different way of seeing 
towards which some people were more naturally inclined.
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Working with a Paradox: Communicating the Big Picture and Holding the Detail
in looking for ways to represent the details of 
the contextual inquiry i resisted the advice 
from the designers on my team to simplify 
my communication. We had many theoretical 
conversations about lifting the data up a level 
and that i needed to keep my messages to 3-5 
key statements. i struggled to accept this advice 
as it challenged my own beliefs that implications 
are found in the details and can create multiple 
consequences throughout a system. i had spent 
my professional career valuing the nuances in details, and believed that the richness inherent in 
these details is lost in simplified messages. While i found some satisfaction in my early attempt 
to communicate the stories of the BaS team’s practices through the artifacts i had collected i 
was conscious of the fact that many more important issues remained hidden and that this form 
of communication did not initiate action to address these implications. 
it was also at this time that i had started my trips to Sydney to work with the consultancy 
and i began to appreciate how designers used visuals within their projects. i also recognized 
the diverse skill set of different designers. in the consultancy there were designers that were 
called in to run projects and valued for their ability to think and problem solve. there were 
design facilitators with the skill to move a group of non designers through different ways of 
thinking, problem solving and designing together. there were visualizers with graphic design 
backgrounds who were called in to create the visualizations within a project, and amongst the 
rare few, were information designers. information designers worked with rich details and created 
a path between the details of a project and the big picture. it was in the work of the information 
designers that i saw the possibilities for my own ideas about enabling systemic conversations 
where artifacts can bridge both the big picture and the details. it was here that i also understood 
that while designers can work with detail to find significance, this skill of working with detail at 
such a deep level is not inherent in all. i learnt that even amongst designers working with this 
level of detail is a unique capability.
“I admire what XXXX can do, while the rest of us work with details we can’t do what XXXX does and 
that is to immerse himself into that level of detail and create the artifacts that only he and the other 
information designers could do” (Consultancy participant 6). 
this tension between the need for big picture and detail kept surfacing throughout both project’s 
conversations and i explore this further in chapters five and six.
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Taking a Designers approach to data: The ability to transfer knowledge
in the Loupe project the research team created 
a series of artifacts with which to deliver the 
objectives that had been set for them by the 
client. the research team needed to distill the 
data we had collected into key messages that 
could be used to influence the design of the 
online platform and to communicate the new 
technology and the changes to the existing work 
practices. i’ve used the research team’s artifacts 
to anchor my reflections around design and 
what i was learning from the team’s work about 
representing data. 
diagram 4.2 contains the artifacts from this project which i unpack and discuss below.
Design patterns: Communicating key research 
principles visually 
the research team’s first objective was 
to research and understand the role that 
visualizations can play in online environments 
(diagram 4.2a). i was not involved in this work 
and my first exposure to this research was 
at our second project workshop where i was 
also delivering my preliminary insights into 
the contextual inquiry. this was the first time 
i understood that simplified messages could communicate not only complex information but 
relational elements. i began to see the possibilities of transferring complex data into meaningful 
and simple messages. i even wondered whether the outputs of my own research could be 
translated in such a clear form even though i recognized that this required capabilities i did not 
have as yet. i hoped that with the research team’s help i might be able to ultimately do this even 
though i didn’t know what i wanted to communicate at this stage of my inquiry.
Mental Model – Understanding the BAS teams practices
Our second objective was to help the client understand the BaS teams current work practices 
through the contextual enquiry and to communicate these insights back to our partner. My 
interaction design colleagues in the Loupe project decided to use indi Young’s (2008) mental 
model technique to analyze the contextual data and the interview transcripts. diagram 4.2b 
illustrates this work. 
it was during this part of the Loupe work that i came across this human computer interaction 
(hci) perspective on the term mental model. i didn’t recognize at the time that there was a 
disciplinary distinction in the use of this term. i made the assumption that this tool related to 
the definition used in cognitive psychology that i had come across in my Master’s study and 
which had been made popular by Peter Senge (1998). For me mental models are our out of 
awareness assumptions which influence our behaviors. While indi Young (2008) suggests this tool 
does do that, i was not convinced by my experience of using the tool. i remember being irritated 
by the use of this term to analyze task and not assumptions. But my resistance was not solely 
Diagram 4.2: Loupe Artifacts
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focused on this definitional distinction but on its conceptual premise that to understand what 
the BaS analysts are trying to do, you need to ignore how the task is accomplished. this marked 
a fundamental difference in our perceptions to knowledge in the team. My resistance was 
centered on the fact that systemic implications require you to understand the interrelationships 
in a system including people, processes and technology. this created resistance on my part and 
patient frustration from the interaction design team who struggled to communicate the value 
of this tool to me and to understand how my own definition applied to what they were doing or 
trying to do. 
When i finally let go of both my own definitional and conceptual resistance to the tool and 
engaged with the mental model process, i was surprised at the tool’s usefulness. this technique 
allowed the team to understand the analysts work clearly and to facilitate knowledge sharing 
and sense making amongst team members. it also effectively communicated complex 
information around the role of the analysts to an extended audience. Months later in my post 
project interviews with the project partner he described how the mental model enabled them 
to realize how little of an analyst’s day to day tasks they were addressing within their online 
environment and they had to rethink some of the assumptions underlying the intent of the new 
system. it also made them rethink how much control they had given of the design of the system 
to their external contractor.
it wasn’t until my reflections during this write up that i acknowledged fully that the way the 
team applied the hci perspective of mental models was appropriate for what they needed 
to achieve, in other words identify and communicate what tasks the analysts were trying to 
deliver on. this realization set off a series of new reflections again around intent within different 
disciplinary practices and tools. how intent affects what we see and do and which i explore in 
chapter six.
Infographic: Communicating Key Messages about future work practices 
the final objective for the Loupe research team was to help the partner communicate how the 
current environment will change with the introduction of the online platform. the mental model 
work along with conversations with the partner about the future system fed into the project 
team’s development of scenarios of how the online platform would be experienced by clients 
and analysts alike. i was not involved with this part of the work as i was in Sydney at the time 
participating in the consultancy’s aaR. these scenarios were converted into an infographic by 
the designers in the research team. this artifact helped the partner communicate the vision of 
the new system to its senior stakeholders and through a series of road shows to staff across the 
division. a task the partner had been struggling with due to the complexity of what was being 
offered and how it would change analysts work. While i myself thought the infographic powerful 
in how it communicated complex interactions simply, i recognized this artifact required the 
team to select which interactions to communicate. While i was impressed by the graphic i was 
disappointed in how many of the stories in the contextual inquiry were left out. Stories about 
what the analysts valued in their existing practices; what would happen to these; and in general 
the implications of the new system on existing practices. Questions, the analysts were concerned 
about and raised during the contextual inquiry. When i reflected on this i recognized that none 
of the artifacts produced around the contextual inquiry reflected these stories and concerns. 
these stories remained hidden.
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Engaging but not initiating Action
the contextual inquiry had revealed many implications for the partner’s project yet the 
project artifacts only hinted at some of these issues. the role of the project artifacts was to 
communicate knowledge about visualizations; existing practices; and how the innovation 
will change the work for the analysts. this was what was delivered. the nature of selecting 
messages to achieve an objective is that you automatically make choices about what is left out 
and what is left in. i found myself again reflecting on intent, how it influences what you chose 
to communicate and this in turn influences what actions you do or do not take. My own initial 
feedback to the project team suggested that each of the stories from the contextual inquiry had 
implications for the online environment’s integration into the existing organizational framework. 
the communication of this insight initiated some dialogue but no real action other than to ask 
me to delve further into these insights with the BaS team. the insight alone was not enough. 
Similarly, while the mental model gave the partner some insights into how much of the analyst’s 
world they could actually affect, the complexity of the dynamics of the new online system 
within the existing organizational framework was still hidden, simply because of the nature of 
the tool itself. these hidden dynamics related to how the innovation would react with existing 
organizational wide policies, existing infrastructures, customer preferences and analyst mindset. 
hidden, too, were the insights of who was responsible for making these integration decisions, 
decisions that had to be made and negotiated outside the boundary of the partner’s own project 
team. in addition while the infographic communicated complex data in a clearer and engaging 
way that stimulated dialogue about what the future looks like, it left many of the existing 
practices out and hence the concerns and questions analysts had around these. 
the project’s artifacts created dialogue for the Partner’s project team. the question is what type 
of dialogue was created and where did the dialogue lead. My conversations with the partner 
highlighted that these artifacts did create discussion and things were learnt, yet he did not 
suggest that different decisions were made with these insights. i did not recognize at this point 
in the research the importance of exploring the role of the project’s artifacts and the type of 
dialogue it initiated and hence, did not pursue this topic with the partner. again in hindsight 
it would have been valuable for my own research to have observed the use of these artifacts. 
to have captured the dialogue and to have identified the type of action these conversations 
did or did not initiate. the project’s artifacts did not extend beyond their role to communicate 
information. By this i mean that the artifacts did not highlight problems in the existing system 
that could undermine the innovation. Problems which needed further dialogue, decisions and 
actions. this initiated my own attempts to create artifacts that did raise implications and initiate 
action and which i share in the next section. 
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Experiments in Enabling
the contextual inquiry itself was a powerful tool that revealed systemic implications for the 
new online system. the contextual inquiry provided insights into what the staff valued from 
the existing system and what some of the key issues for dialogue should be. i believed that 
these insights were important and my experiments focused on ways that these issues could 
be raised in a constructive manner for the partner’s team. i use the term constructive because 
my research was not only about how to surface these issues but to understand why these types 
of conversations are resisted and with that, ways to frame the activity of enabling. i explore 
the issue of resistance and framing further in chapter six but for now i want to illustrate the 
progression of my thinking through these experiments with artifacts and what i learnt about the 
possibilities for enabling Systemic conversations.
Workflow Diagram: Exploring the shared meaning of the innovation
My experiments were initiated and influenced 
by a meeting organized with our Loupe 
partner to share the status of the research 
team’s mental model work. While preparing 
for this meeting i realized i was still unclear 
about the changes the new online technology 
would initiate. i began to map what i did know 
about the analysts existing practices from the 
contextual inquiry (diagram 4.3). i mapped 
three key variables that the technology was 
proposing to change. the first of these was the current level of 
services offered to the client (service). i then highlighted the 
various ways that this work currently flowed in (workflow), for 
example was data sent in electronically or were hard copies 
collected by an analyst from a client’s site, did the client 
mail in invoices or only completed financial statements and 
so forth. Finally i highlighted how this work was distributed 
by color coding who performed what task when (task). Over 
this current view i laid out in green how i understood the 
online environment would sit as a service offer and how that 
would change the existing flow of services, workflow and task 
distribution. 
in our meeting i used this chart with the partner to verify my understanding. this chart provided 
a focus for the partner and Loupe research team to discuss their respective understanding of the 
new technology’s impact on the work flow of Senior analysts. it raised questions such as what 
was staying the same and what was changing; what existing systems will stay and which will go; 
how will the flow of work change; would there still be a need for face to face contact with ‘high 
service’ customers, and so forth. this exercise highlighted that there were some decisions that 
had been clearly made; others that were open to consideration; and others that were structural 
long term changes that might happen down the road, but clearly someone else’s decision beyond 
the boundaries of the partner’s team. 
Diagram 4.3: BAS Unit Workflow
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this was a rich and energizing conversation which revealed the thinking behind the project’s 
development. in theory the new technology had the potential to free up the senior analyst to 
do what they enjoyed most, problem solve with their client and look for business opportunities. 
Yet the conversations revealed some of the inherent assumptions in the model and how they 
conflicted with the stories that had surfaced through the contextual inquiry. 
i recognized through this experience that the value was in the conversation that the artifact 
had initiated rather than the artifact itself. the artifact itself simply communicated the idea of 
how the online system would sit within the existing processes and practices. in comparison, the 
conversation around this artifact, had highlighted the unanswered questions that the analysts 
had raised in the contextual inquiry. in hindsight it would have been valuable to have recorded 
this conversation but for now i saw the potential of this artifact as a probe that would allow the 
project team to:
n check their shared understanding of the current and future service offerings and how that 
would impact the flow of work and its proposed changes.
n create a checking mechanism for the partner about what had been thought through  
and what hadn’t and whether team members differed in their perspective.
n highlight some of the other redesign issues/projects that had to be considered for 
implementation (staff buy-in, changing customer’s practices and so forth). 
n distribute the visual and get feedback from other BaS teams not involved in the original 
contextual enquiry to see if theses teams had different processes for the design team  
to consider.
this exercise initiated my thinking around how do you extend both the topic and reach of 
this type of conversation. in other words, how could you initiate multiple conversations in an 
organization and reach more people than the BaS unit i had worked with on the contextual 
inquiry. this question drove my initial experiments as i tried to replicate this experience. 
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Creating Probes for Dialogue: Engaging different stakeholders
to facilitate my experiments the Loupe 
research leader allocated a graphic designer 
to assist me. i showed the graphic designer 
what i had drawn and spoke about a way to 
both invite and extend the feedback within the 
BaS division. We decided to develop a series 
of artifacts that focused on two aspects of the 
analyst’s work, the front end engagement with 
the client (replicating diagram 4.3) and the back 
end work they did. Both these levels of work 
would have a current status quo as well as a 
future scenario of how their work would change (diagrams 4.4 
a&b). the idea was that we would overlay each diagram with 
a clear sheet that would invite staff to share their thinking. 
these diagrams would be posted on the walls within the BaS 
division. For example, on the current view staff would be 
invited to share any additional ways that their service levels 
and workflows operated. On the future scenario they would be 
invited to raise any questions they had or any obstacles they 
knew about. 
When these ideas were presented to our research team, the initial feedback from our colleagues 
was not positive. the feedback was that the diagrams were too detailed, considered messy and 
required rethinking. i was left again feeling stuck and i struggled to re-conceptualize visually 
how to progress with this artifact. after all that was why i had been allocated a graphic designer, 
to help me see differently. When i expressed this to the team, the comment that a graphic 
designer’s work is only as good as the brief given to them, increased my frustration because 
as far as i was concerned i had tried to steer away from being too specific. this instance sent 
me back to my marketing days when the client blamed the advertising agency for not reading 
the brief and the agency blamed the client for trying to control the creative. i was left once 
again wondering about the challenges of multidisciplinary work and how could teams really 
compliment each other’s skills and see beyond their own disciplinary blinders when we couldn’t 
communicate effectively to each other in the first place. 
it was at this stage in the project i was beginning to think that the exercise of replicating my 
conversation with the partner was pointless and there were two reasons for this. Firstly, we were 
trying to create artifacts that would act as probes for conversations but in actual fact we already 
had the data from conversations in the contextual inquiry and interviews. Rather than trying to 
collect more stories the question should have been how could we communicate what we had 
already. Secondly, the partner and his team were well beyond the process of having these types 
Diagram 4.4:  
Experiments with Scaffolds
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of conversations with their staff as they were building the system, communicating and testing it, 
to deliver to a timeline. that ultimately these conversations would be redundant at this stage of 
the project. 
the thinking behind these experiments was abandoned and these artifacts were left 
uncompleted. however, i believe artifacts such as these have value early in a scoping phase 
of a project where one element of a system (in this case workflow) is mapped and people are 
invited to share what they know about how things currently work and where their concerns lie 
about the proposed changes. i saw this type of probe as a way to explore the interrelationships 
between the online technology in this instance and the wider organizational system and to have 
conversations around the meaning of a change on a system. For now my experiments turned to 
representing the stories i had already collected. 
Seeing the whole that make up the parts: revealing the interconnections
in the next phase of these experiments i 
turned back to my work in project one on the 
principles of general systems theory for some 
inspiration. the principles of general Systems 
theory reminds us that organizations are made 
up of subsystems working towards the ‘Primacy 
of the whole’. in simple language it asks us to 
consider the following questions; ‘what is the key 
objective of the overall system?’; ‘at what level 
of the system are we intervening?’; ‘how does 
this subsystem contribute to the whole?’; ‘and 
what other part of the system do we or does it impact because of the inherent interdependencies 
between subsystems and the overall system’? i realized that at this stage of the project i 
needed to simple highlight the interconnectedness between the online system and the existing 
organizational system. this very simple realization led me back to the stories told through the 
data collection and i mapped where the BaS team in their day to day delivery of specific tasks 
touched on various processes, policies, infrastructure and people that helped them deliver  
these tasks. 
diagram 4.5 represents the parts that make up the whole of 
the senior analysts interactions. With the graphic designer’s 
assistance i illustrated three distinct levels of the BaS 
teams system. the first level was the BaS division where the 
technology was being introduced. i conceptualized this as 
a cube because the BaS units work (and hence the analysts 
work) consisted of front end services to clients and on back 
end processes allocated to running the business. the new 
technology was aimed at the front end part of the business. 
these back end services however contributed to the delivery 
of the front end service to the client, from invoicing, to getting 
specialist advice from different departments and so forth. these interactions were embedded 
within existing organizational infrastructure (processes, policies, structures). in the diagram 
Diagram 4.5:  
A Systemic View of BAS Services
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the second level represented these organizational practices and infrastructure that were used 
by the BaS team and which were used across all other divisions in the organization. this level 
included other departments that serviced larger customers or provided specialist services that 
all divisions accessed when needed. Outside the organizational boundaries was the third level, 
the environment that the organization worked within and was influenced by. this was made up 
of its parent company, other overseas divisions, customers, software vendors, regulatory bodies 
and so forth. 
While the interconnectedness was communicated in the visual, our initial conversations with 
the research leader highlighted that i hadn’t answered the question ‘so what?’ in other words, 
how do i communicate the relevance in understanding these interconnections. the research 
leader’s advice to select four to five key stories that illustrated the meaning of the diagram was 
valuable. it was also a valuable lesson to me about making assumptions that other people will 
see what you see in visuals.
as seen in the diagram i selected six key stories to represent and illustrate the interconnections 
and how these will impact the BaS units. in brief these were around the analyst’s mindset 
around human contact, the clients preferences and capabilities which drive the workflow, the 
inefficient back end reporting systems that tie up the analysts time, the company’s own risk 
management policies, the investment needed in existing technologies and so forth (see diagram 
4.5 for details). this chart was a powerful way to communicate the complexities of developing 
a new front end system when you are embedding it into existing organizational framework and 
practices. When the partner and a colleague were first shown the artifact their reaction was: 
‘this is very good actually... wow... it’s a good way of presenting the issues’ (participant 2)
(pointing to analyst mindset story) ‘that is interesting because my view of the world is that it would 
enable more human contact’ (participant 1)
as an artifact it clearly communicated the extent of the interconnected relationships that 
made up the BaS analysts practices. the partner spoke about how clear the message was that 
the online platform is not their special product/project, it’s the organizations and it involves 
commitment from all levels and areas to make it work. 
however, through my own experience i felt that leaving the communication simply at this level 
was not enough for an implementation team. While the territory had been mapped, it would 
have left the partner’s project team with the task of identifying other issues, an exercise, that 
would have been seen as daunting and ‘that we might get to later’. the artifact, while it made 
some critical statements, also left a lot of other important dynamics hidden, simply by the 
selection process we took. i had the details pertaining to many other issues and i believed it 
was pointless to make the partner repeat the investigation. this time i didn’t take the research 
leader’s advice to leave my communication efforts to this diagram alone. i turned once again to 
the challenge of managing the detail and the message.
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Sharing Insights, Stories and Implications: Enabling Systemic Conversations
the question i had been grappling with was 
how do you frame the importance of the 
interconnections without overloading our 
research partner with details? how do you 
balance clear communication with the specifics 
that reveal patterns that require attention? 
at this stage of my experiments i had lost 
the services of the graphic designer and i 
was discussing with the research leader the 
challenge of holding the detail in an artifact 
and communicating clearly. the argument 
for detailed information in implementation teams versus a clear big picture message was 
a conversation that consistently reared its head in our discussions. in this conversation the 
research leader was diagramming ways for me to conceptualize what we had been discussing 
and i was experiencing one of those instances where the conversation had nothing to do with 
what i had communicated and i was clearly not understood. as i tuned off on the conversation 
my attention was caught by the research leader’s ability to draw as he talked. the research 
leader kept repositioning his characters and creating symbols that had no meaning for me but 
in that moment something shifted in my linear sequential model of thinking. i realized that we 
kept talking about how the analyst was central in the interactions but i had never thought to 
draw him centrally positioned between the client and his organization. 
diagram 4.6 emerged from this conversation and my skills 
with word for windows had to suffice to develop this artifact. 
using the Senior analyst as the central player who interfaces 
with both the organizational infrastructure and the client,  
i presented a series of insights, stories and implications that 
had come out through our research. as seen in diagram 4.6  
i drew the analyst in the middle flanked on his left by the 
client interface and on the right the organization. Below the 
analyst, i defined a space for front end tasks and back end 
tasks and presented these insights, stories and implications 
along this continuum.
through my work in Project one i believed that the key 
questions and hence conversations that needed to be raised 
were “which part of the interaction is the new system taking over?”; “how will this new system 
interact with the existing elements?”; “are any of these interactions being changed or not? 
“; and “what are the implications of this?” this artifact embodied and raised these questions 
for dialogue. i saw each of these insights as opportunities for creating dialogue with the 
organization, to explore their relevance, meaning and the decisions that needed to be taken. 
Some of the insights and stories in the artifact represented simple communication strategies to 
explore assumptions, and others required the organization to rethink their strategy or policies. 
Some required little effort and others required painful emotional and financial considerations.
Diagram 4.6:  
Stories, Insights and Implications
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the partner’s first reaction to this artifact was: 
“(pointing to a story) do you know this story just resonates, this is like folklore…its folklore because its 
conversations happening between people but when you see it written down it actually – it creates an 
emotion – someone actually has an emotional reaction to seeing something like this – if I took this to our 
IT guys they would have a different emotional reaction to all of that than what an analyst would have 
that is telling the story…this is a XXX private view that needs to be shared.” 
the artifact also clearly delineated the boundary between the redesign of the new front end 
system and its existing and potential relationship with the other elements in the organization. 
it provided a holistic framework with which to share stories with other departments that 
were responsible for the interconnected systems and timely in that these departments were 
preparing their own five year strategies and funding requests and needed to consider the issues 
presented in this artifact (particularly the it department). it also needed to be shared with senior 
executives about policies and processes that were corporate wide and what that actually meant 
for changing or not, the way that things were done. in other words, what were the consequences 
of these decisions and their impact on the implementation strategy and its estimated efficiencies 
and earnings. 
the artifact for the client was a tool with which they could park the myriad of issues that needed 
to be considered and with which they could systematically have these conversations with the 
relevant stakeholders. the partner proposed to use each of these insights as mini conversations 
with their organization using ‘Yammer’ an in-house online notice board that acts as an instant 
messenger application where people can share what they really think about a topic. the partner, 
on leaving our interview session, asked if he could take the two artifacts (diagram 4.5 & 4.6) with 
him. he wanted to use these diagrams with their director and in a second meeting with a group 
of partners who wanted to take them to task about the progress of the project. When i rang back 
later that day, to advise the partner that i was mailing identification labels that needed to be 
placed on the diagrams, a member of the partner’s team advised that these two artifacts had 
helped them facilitate two difficult conversations that afternoon. 
these experiments with artifacts and in initiating systemic conversations both in the Loupe 
project and in the consultancy project (which i describe in chapter five) created two further 
reflections.
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No deep learning occurs without the learner’s voice
the Loupe experiments and hence the 
artifacts were successful because they caught 
and represented the staffs own words and 
experiences. Similarly in the consultancy project 
the project team in their aaR session shared 
what they had learnt about their intervention 
and their client. as highlighted in chapter three, 
in the consultancy project, i took these stories 
and presented them as mind maps around key 
issues. When i presented the consultancy with 
the mind maps of their conversations the team was surprised that of the eleven charts only two 
referred to the client. in reviewing their engagement with the client they expected that they 
would be learning and revealing more about the client. in actual fact they had revealed more 
about themselves. this led to a conversation with the consultancy about how you could not 
really learn deeply about a new system fully without the actual learner’s voice. that while the 
consultancy through their intervention did learn things about their client’s systems this was 
limited without the client’s voice about their own experience of the project, why they made 
certain choices, what they had observed and how they felt. 
The role of Relevance and Questions in initiating action
in the consultancy project the stories that were 
captured from the aaR were presented simply as 
a series of mind maps (see figure 3.7 in chapter 
three). the mind maps were grouped into 
conversations about the consultancy’s tools and 
methods; mindset; their organizational system 
and so forth. this i believed was sufficient as the 
key messages from this artifact was understood. 
Late May 2010 the project leader and i organized 
a workshop in Melbourne where we could look 
at this data and round up what we had learnt from this project. By this stage of the project 
the consultancy had already made the decision not to branch into this implementation space. 
in this conversation i raised the question of whether the maps had been used further for any 
generative conversation around the implications for building new capabilities to work in this 
space. the answer was no, which led to conversations about the roles of relevance and questions. 
CHAPTER 4 – THE PRACTiCE of EnAbling THE PRACTiCE of EnAbling – CHAPTER 4
92 93
Relevance
the consultancy’s project leader and i spoke about the role that relevance plays in initiating 
action from systemic implications. For the consultancy the misfit with this type of project with 
their existing culture and processes was obvious so that the decision not to branch out into this 
area was easy to make. the staff used their own experience to help them make this decision and 
there were few people in the group who thought differently or saw the opportunities of working 
in strategy implementation. hence, no further dialogue was needed around the implications that 
surfaced in the mind maps. in comparison the Loupe partner was committed to, and engaged 
in building the new software and the implications were impacting on the achievement of this 
project, hence it was important to initiate further conversations and actions.
Questions for generative conversations
i also believed that the insights in the mind maps actually allowed you to have generative 
conversations around what it would mean to work in this implementation space and what 
new capabilities were needed for the consultancy itself. the project leader had not necessarily 
seen the value in these charts for these types of conversations. We spoke about how the 
insights challenged the consultancy to answer some key questions and that through questions, 
new generative conversations could occur in building new models with which to work in 
this implementation space. We spent the afternoon talking about design thinking in project 
management and learning as a model for intervening. these were valuable conversations in 
that it gave me the opportunity to explore some of my thinking during this research with a 
practitioner whose experience and insights have been developed and tested in both the business 
and design world. importantly we used the mind maps to reflect on what it means for the 
consultancy if it was to move into this implementation space in the future. We developed key 
questions to drive this generative type of conversation. this work with the project leader was 
only a preliminary step for further conversations and, as with all practice based research, a line 
had to be drawn for my own involvement as it was time to start focusing on this write up.
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Conversations in the ‘what is’ space 
this research has been about conversations in what i have termed the What is space. What is 
refers to the current context or way of working before any new change is initiated. this research 
is about the importance of capturing and articulating the embedded current practices within 
an organization with the aim of improving the integration of the innovation into the existing 
organizational system. Senge (2008) highlights that seeing the present systemically is crucial to 
creating the future. he highlights that while people appreciate the importance of having a vision 
many still find it hard to look at the difficult aspects of its current situation, alternatively others 
prefer to look only at the bad and not recognize what is positive about their current situation 
that they can build on. he highlights that companies which have made great inroads into 
tackling the sustainability challenges have shown the ability to move back and forth between 
the encouraging vision of the future and telling the truth about their present reality (p51-52). 
i believe this oscillation between exploring what is (current) and what if (future) is critical to 
surfacing the systemic implications in the delivery of new ideas.
Both business and design professionals work with these two spaces (current and future). design 
use what is with the intent of identifying latent opportunities and unmet needs in order to create 
future possibilities (what if). i have often heard designers, throughout this inquiry, articulate that 
if this process is done well then implementation will follow. i believe that this assumption needs 
rethinking when new ideas are integrated into an existing organizational system. alternatively, 
Business works with what is in their strategic planning processes to identify strengths and 
weakness in their organization in order to evaluate and develop the capabilities that the 
organizations need to deliver their new ideas. as highlighted in chapter one this activity is 
abstracted at a higher level and often produces a list of other changes to initiate down the track 
as separate and not necessarily always integrated tasks. i believe the way we conceptualize and 
work with the what is space and its oscillation with the what if space is limited and discuss this 
further in chapter six. 
Below is a summary of what i learnt about enabling systemic conversations (the doing) and the 
multifaceted skills necessary.
Rethinking Capabilities for Enabling
i learnt through this experience that enabling systemic 
conversations required doing things that were contrary to my 
existing practice in business. i drew diagram 4.7 to synthesize 
what i had learnt about the practice of enabling and what 
that meant for the multifaceted tasks involved. the diagram 
highlights the shifts in my thinking through these projects 
and i briefly discuss these below.
Diagram 4.7: The Practice of Enabling
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in trying to surface systemic implications i found the practice of 
using multidisciplinary teams to think through issues and make 
decisions, insufficient. this inquiry highlighted the importance of 
capturing the actual learner’s voice (the persons being impacted) 
and not simply a representative for that voice. Specifically these 
conversations have to be centred on ‘what does the innovation mean to the current way we 
work?’ importantly, conversations have to extend beyond the select few and hence new ways are 
needed to engage and invite different perspectives. i found the tools of design such as contextual 
inquiry, visualizations, prototyping ideas, probes and creating scaffolds for conversations 
particularly powerful. they were not only effective in surfacing and initiating conversations 
that reveal systemic implications, but were useful mechanisms for extending the reach of these 
conversations.
capturing is a task that is distinct from surfacing because of the 
nature of how we have conversations. While we raise a topic or 
question to initiate conversation, dialogue oscillates in many 
directions and seldom progresses in a linear fashion. Yet in meetings 
we capture the initial question and the final answer and leave out 
the oscillations that occurs in-between. these oscillations can reveal systemic implications if 
they were explored further. through this research i recognized that implications themselves 
do not have a linear relationship and therefore cannot be identified through linear models 
of questions and answers. My own work in project one illustrated through diagram 2.3 that 
while my analysis of general systems theory was represented as a linear sequential model 
the implications and relationships themselves did not surface in a linear fashion. this non 
linear aspect of conversations and implications make it increasingly important to find a way to 
capture, playback and listen deeply to these conversations. this research confirmed for me that 
implications hide within practice and therefore the importance of capturing the stories that 
people tell around their practice.
change management research over the last decades has highlighted 
the importance of sharing the vision of the innovation being 
introduced, the importance of dialogue and the importance of 
answering the questions around loss, meaning and ‘what is in it 
for me’ with the innovation. in business we are well practiced in 
representing the vision of the future and creating dialogue around the innovation and how our 
future will work. i don’t believe however that we handle well the dialogue around the meaning 
and loss that the innovation will bring. We share the big picture vision of the future and use 
communication strategies and artifacts to initiate conversations about the present and what we 
are changing. We assume the conversation around the future at an abstract level will answer the 
concerns that exist at a micro level from people’s current practices. 
in representing, it is critical that artifacts represent what we are learning about these current 
details. it is important to visualize the interrelationships in the system; what current practices 
mean to the system; to prototype the innovations proposed impact; and to get people to dialogue 
about it. this research also highlighted the importance of finding ways to represent details 
(specifics that are significant) without overloading the reader. i found that in Loupe it was 
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valuable to show the relationship between three variables; the insights (what we noticed as a 
researcher); the stories (the voice of the person being impacted) and implications (the question 
raised for consideration). By creating some structure to the detail it was accessible.
diffusion research (Rogers 1995, Rogers and argarwal-Rogers 1976) 
since the early 1920’s, highlighted the importance of communication 
in influencing people to adopt innovations. that in order to address 
resistance we need to communicate with people and get them 
to engage in the innovation. however, i believe that engaging 
is clearly linked with what you choose to represent. People can 
only engage with what is represented and presented for dialogue. Our practice of engaging 
extended stakeholders for dialogue once the ideation behind the innovation has been completed, 
ensures that systemic conversations will be shut down. if you represent a vision of the future 
which makes a lot of sense or is progressive in its thinking then the dialogue will be about 
the future and its possibilities. it is a brave person who will try to raise their concerns over 
what might appear to others as insignificant or derisive of the idea (and hence of the decision 
makers). this is where resistance to systemic conversations occurs because the conversations 
are inappropriate at this level of the communication strategy. it is necessary to recognize the 
importance of engaging people in the ‘what is’ space earlier before visions are set in stone and 
resources committed. implications will fall out in the oscillating dialogue between the future 
and the current practices.
actioning is related to engaging, in that you can only action what 
has been highlight in the dialogue. in change management, a 
communication strategy as a tool is used to achieve buy in for the 
new idea and to overcome resistance to it. however in order to 
engage in systemic conversations you need to highlight the issues 
that require attention and provokes new action or new decisions. i 
also learnt that implications need to be relevant to the project at hand and that using questions 
to initiate these conversations is powerful. 
What also came through in the practice of enabling was the role played by intent, capabilities, 
fit to environment and paradigmatic structures (the tools and processes of our discipline). these 
prevent us seeing and doing things differently and i explore these further in chapters five and six.
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ChAPTER 5 
Design’s Agency in 
Strategy Implementation 
“Kurt Lewin use to say that you can’t understand  
a system until you try to change it”
(Schein 1999, p64)
deSign’S agencY in StRategY iMPLeMe tat On cha te 5
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in this chapter i explore the contribution 
design can make to strategy implementation. 
i use the consultancy project to lead this 
discussion by sharing how the designer’s 
experienced this implementation space; how 
it differed to the generative space they usually 
worked in; and how they perceived their own 
agency in this environment. i then discuss 
my thoughts on design’s agency in enabling 
systemic implications; how its practices could 
be leveraged; and what limitations exist.
Designer’s experience of and reaction to Implementation
the consultancy project provided two lenses with which to think about design in strategy 
implementation. the first of these was how designer’s experienced their own methods, tools 
and thinking in this implementation space and how they learnt that design itself did not look 
the same in this environment. the second was how the designers themselves reacted to this 
environment and how the conversations revealed the issue of fit and inclination to work in  
this space. 
in chapter three i highlighted that i had drawn a series of mind maps which captured the key 
themes in the consultancy’s aaR feedback session. these themes and the issues raised, revolved 
around the implications of working in the implementation space. these themes were further 
explored in subsequent interviews and in my final workshop with the project leader. 
diagram 5.1 depicts the artifacts i created to think about 
design in implementation. diagram 5.1a is a mind map 
which captured the consultancy’s conversation on what 
was distinctive about the space of implementation or what 
the team referred to as the Build environment. i used this 
mind map to reflect on the characteristics of implementation 
and the implications for design that surfaced through this 
project. diagram 5.1b is a model that emerged from this 
thinking and which i use below to anchor this chapter’s 
discussion. at its centre the model contains my synthesis 
of six key characteristics that emerged about the nature of the implementation environment 
and the implications these characteristics had for designer’s skills, tools and practices in this 
implementation space. these are discussed below.
Diagram 5.1: Implications for Design  
in Strategy Implementation
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high Stakes Require Concrete and Immediate Value to be Shown
For an Organization, implementation is an environment 
where the stakes are high in both financial and 
human terms. it is a space that has historically been 
characterized with high failure rates as highlighted in the 
change management literature and discussed in chapter 
one. these challenges were clearly recognized by the 
consultancy. in the initial team briefing session the team 
outlined the details of the financial and human stresses 
that their client was experiencing and the consequences 
for the client if they did not deliver this project as 
planned. 
in a conversation about the nature of this high pressured 
environment the consultancy’s project leader highlighted 
to the team that as a service provider brought into this 
environment, you have to clearly demonstrate the value you add to the client’s project and, that 
value has to have some immediacy.
‘In order to be allowed to play you need to show them some value and movement...(the question was) 
can you do something this week if you can’t I’ll find someone who can do something, its that balance of 
putting something out there so you get permission to play – by delivering something this week, yes you 
can hang around next week to deliver something bigger, then next month etc…(did we provide value) 
you have to be thinking when we write the value statement at the end of the month that yes this has 
been a lot more than you have paid for it’ (participant 1)
While the long term impact of a strategy may be a criteria of success, for projects that span two 
to five years it’s important to materialize some value quickly or what Kotter (1998) refers to as 
creating short term wins. Short term wins allow project teams to remain motivated but from the 
consultancy’s point of view their contribution needs to be visible and hence quantifiable. 
“you’ve earned credibility with these guys by being helpful and it comes back to the fact that most 
people( in clients company) are all about doing and if you can’t deliver something real…its just hot air…
practical and helpful builds credibility and trust & opportunities for further work” (participant 12)
the way the consultancy added value to the client’s project was to identify project hot spots that 
helped the client identify immediate threats to the delivery of their long term strategy. While the 
client was systematically working through the details of what they had to do, the consultancy 
was looking for what they termed significance. these were issues that could undermine the 
big picture objective. these ranged from issues that had to be dealt with in the short term to 
identifying issues further along the project’s timeline. these issues covered a range of concerns 
around logistics, personnel, suppliers, documentation or production. as a priority they had to 
manage the immediate issues that surfaced but when i asked what did they do with the issues 
that had an impact further down the project’s timeline, the team highlighted that it was up 
to them to keep these issues in a mental agenda for when the time was right to start dealing 
with them. the term hot spots, is an interesting phrase that i reflected on during this project. 
While this activity resonated with what i referred to as identifying systemic implications, hot 
spots focused more on the emerging day to day issues that arose and it was enacted as a day 
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to day tactical way of operating rather than fitting into the planning process i envisioned. in 
questioning the differences between these two ideas, it created a series of reflections for me 
about the inherent tensions in practice that we need to manage and which i explore in detail in 
chapter six. 
Fast pace, Emergence, and Shifting Priorities required rethinking of existing  
Design tools
the team experienced this environment as fast paced 
and emergent which created shifting priorities for the 
consultancy’s team to focus on.
“What I saw was that you were constantly updating what 
you thought you should be worried about. You vacillate 
between where I want to go and what do I want to do. The 
number of times I wrote out a list of the hot spots and the 
following week I threw it out. We also had 5-6 different 
project plans for us but they wouldn’t last more than 2 or 3 
weeks. Some of that was our ability to deal with complexity 
by ignoring everything and some of it was the nature of the 
question kept changing” (participant 1)
this shifting dynamic was sometimes hard for varying 
team members to follow which led to frustration. 
“At the Consultancy it took us a long time to come to terms with what it meant to engage in this and to 
do it well and there were some notable eruptions from xx which basically said ‘what have you done this 
week, why are we doing this, what is going on’” (participant 2)
this discussion revealed an inherent tension the team experienced between the need to plan 
an intervention up front and the need to allow things to emerge in this environment. this was 
a central challenge that the team needed to reflect on if they worked in this environment again. 
One suggestion from a team member was the importance of understanding upfront what the 
core feature of this build environment is, and to produce artifacts that reflect this critical feature. 
in this particular project the critical feature was time.
“(in thinking about what can be planned upfront) - I believe that what we could have been looking at 
earlier rather than later is in saying to ourselves what is the core feature of this environment and the 
core feature of this environment is that time matters and are any of these (early) artifacts showing time 
and the answer is no…I don’t understand what took so long?... the question here is which attribute do 
you apply to the data because the data is here (participant 2)
this fast paced, emergent environment created havoc with existing design tools and methods 
and what emerged was a hybrid type of application of these tools. 
 “I think our methods are not good, our tools are blunt. We don’t have the right tools and when you try 
to use the tools we have its just exhausting for everybody, but particularly for the facilitator…the project 
leader has taken the consultancy’s stuff and applied it in new ways, given his background, in a way only 
he can apply it…what I am trying to say is I don’t think traditional consultancy tools work here and the 
project leader has had to cut his own tools in this space “(participant 9)
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When i explored this question about hybrid tools with the project leader, he highlighted how his 
own experience of working in implementation had supported this project. that while he knew 
what to expect from a project like this, as with all implementation context you couldn’t know in 
advance what shape this would take specifically. he highlighted however that his own practice 
had shifted significantly and had been enhanced from being immersed with design thinkers and 
design methods. 
Design Scope/Exploration: Rethinking our Research Model
the consultancy spoke about the difficulty in applying the usual design tools to learn about this 
environment once a project was underway. 
“We never mobilized in a heavy two month discovery period” (participant 10)
“Given where they were with a hard deadline you don’t have enough time to immerse yourself in an 
ethnographic way or prolonged exploratory period. In order to be allowed to play with technicians,  
I think you need to be living with them, than living in a camp outside them.”(Participant 1)
the consultancy initially had collected some research through its previous intervention and 
through briefing interviews while preparing for this project. however, when this project was 
underway, they found that they received what they called push back from the client system. 
this discussion emerged when one of their designers was asked why she walked away from the 
project when she had been brought in to look at the opportunity for developing a visualization 
room. the designer highlighted the push back from the client who wanted to know why they 
were speaking to a third person all over again, and that the client’s managers didn’t have time to 
waste in more conversations. 
“It came up many times about who interacts with the client and at what point will xxx ask why you 
have got 6 consultants. That came up when you took me on site to get context and we got push back 
from the client…am I suppose to create a relationship with the client and are there too many of us 
engaging each of them?” (Participant 8)
this led to a discussion around learning, that this complex environment requires an intervention 
approach to learning rather than a passive approach. a sentiment echoed in the change 
management and complexity theory literature by authors such as Schein (1998) and Snowden 
(2003). deep immersion gives you deeper insights about the system in which you are intervening 
and with it a better understanding of the opportunities to improve the system.
“This environment requires an intervention approach not a passive observational approach…
deep learning about a system comes from immersion…our designers are comfortable in the passive 
observational space” (participant 2)
“(The project leader’s) approach is to poke the system and see what happens whereas the design 
hypothesis is to observe the system” (participant 4)
“(we are) in a position where we can spot real opportunities for further conversations for design work 
because we are closer to the business than we were before. We’ve learnt the language, understand the 
situation and understand the players of the business so where can we start impacting on the business, 
where can we bring the designers in”. (Participant 6)
this conversation from the aaR workshop instigated numerous conversations with the project 
leader about a new model for learning in this environment.
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Design Engagement: A new model for intervening
the consultancy had its own model for mobilizing a team in a project, and for dropping 
designers in and out of a project. they also had a practice model of using conversations to co-
design and collaborate. these processes were severely tested in this implementation space. 
While there were valuable conversations and workshops used in this intervention, particularly 
in the early scoping of this project, once the project was fully underway the consultancy team 
experienced resistance from their client’s staff to being pulled out of their day to day job to 
constantly have collaborative, generative conversations.
“Our usual preference of co designing and collaborating was supplanted by the need to just get it done” 
(participant1)
the consultancy also had to rethink its model of how it mobilized and engaged its staff, if it was 
to work again in this implementation space.
“It’s the nature of the habitat we chose to work in, you go into build and its about duration, you go into 
strategy you can have it shorter and faster…we lack a theory for this space…once you understand the 
territory you can diagnose and provide expertise as well as design significant high point interventions in 
that design space.” (Participant 2)
“You didn’t need a designer to engage in the problem solving space; you needed a visualizer because you 
already had the answer.” (Participant 8)
“(there is a difference between) putting people in a room to run a conversation versus embedding people 
within an organization” (Participant 4)
“When there is more than 3 people it becomes impossible for us to stay in touch, it gets out of control 
and we don’t know how to do it…Our concept of authorship in the build space was dysfunctional” 
(Participant 10)
Design Artifacts: their transitional nature
While the consultancy used some initial artifacts to visualize the relationships and key issues 
inherent in this project, these instances were minimal when the project team reflected on the 
artifacts produced during this engagement. the project leader highlighted how the focus during 
the project continued to change and that the transitional nature of artifacts is common in 
design.
“The artifacts showed how the focus through this project continued to change…now the idea that 
an artifact exists for a while and dies off is completely normal in design you expect that it happens 
anyway…these are transitional because they need to exist in the current state and what is important at 
that time”(Participant 1)
however, because of the pace of these changes there was a need for a low fidelity approach 
rather than a high fidelity craftsmanship of the artifact. Because of the immediacy around issues 
that surfaced, the consultancy often found itself drawn into new conversations daily, which 
required a quick turn around of artifacts with which to have these conversations. in addition 
because of the resistance from their own graphic designers to be involved in the creation of 
these artifacts, the core three to four team members that were embedded within the client’s 
organization found they resorted to using business diagrams. they created gantt charts, status 
reports and process reports simply because they were quick to produce, within their skill set and 
familiar to the client. 
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Because of these dynamics the projects artifacts were significantly different from what the 
consultancy produced and this created two issues. the first was that these artifacts offended the 
aesthetics of the designers and secondly when they looked back onto the project they couldn’t 
see where they had impacted the organization. 
“Where are the artifacts to show we’ve made an impact” (participant 13)
‘What was so designedly about our artifacts…these are not the consultancy’s visuals (looking at Gantt 
charts)” (participant 4)
the project leader commented that he had learnt through this project that sometimes you have 
to speak to the audience’s listening first before you can shift them to what was important. that it 
was important to focus on the content and not necessarily the form it took in order to help them 
think differently. 
“You have to speak to their listening (Gantt charts is what worked in this space) but you had to shift 
what they were viewing (participant 1)”
an example of shifting what they were viewing and hence shifting how they were thinking was 
a simple status report. this regular report showed tasks as completed, half completed and so 
forth. the consultancy took this report and changed what was being viewed by showing how the 
timelines on these tasks were shifting outwards and work was behind schedule.
“Its what xx is saying your diagrammatical representation of what is going on turned on the lights, 
instead of hiding it in that illegible mess, its very obvious, if my dates are shifting and I’m not doing my 
job. I have scrutiny and accountability on me because of you” (participant 12)
the consultancy’s client walked into the teams aaR session on the third morning and in his chat 
highlighted to the consultancy team that these artifacts were a key piece of work that shifted 
behaviors both within his own organization and his own client.
“don’t underestimate the role you guys play – if you guys were not involved we wouldn’t have got there 
and I mean that, you and XX, we’d still be arguing about (components)” (client)
Visualization Room: understanding perceived relevance
the consultancy team wanted to develop a visualization room. it was a tool that the consultancy 
employed in many of their service design and strategy design projects. they found however, that 
while there was a delay with their own staff in conceptualizing how to use this space, the idea 
was popular with the client, who quickly took over the room and populated it with their own 
visuals and vision for its use. the room was therefore popular and used by the client but did not 
resemble the consultancy’s idea of a visualization room, nor did it initiate the type of dialogue the 
consultancy envisioned. it did however have relevance and value for the client.
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Design Thinking: Valuable in this environment
When i asked the project leader in our final workshop what had survived this environment, his 
response was ‘the design mindset’. the ability to pull himself out of the detail and focus on the 
big issues, the ability to layer the problem, the ability to ask questions that helped reframe the 
problem and solution and the ability to see beyond existing processes and ask ‘why do we have 
to do it this way’. 
a key intervention the consultancy used was to shift the level of decisions that were being made 
within the client’s hierarchy. the client’s management team was inundated with lower level 
decisions and reporting and hence missing the big issues that were hidden and which affected 
the project’s timeline. 
“the reports were very technically oriented and were pulling the conversation down into lots of rabbit 
holes and not really dealing with the strategic issues of the project…the people who are putting together 
information for the project…are deeply embedded in the technical detail but aren’t able to pull themselves 
out of that technical detail in order to communicate about the strategic issues” (Participant 10)
as the project leader said, the value they added was in lifting up the level of dialogue and 
creating interventions at critical points in the project. the consultancy spent some time in trying 
to redefine and redesign these meetings, their reports and the level at which these conversations 
operated. But they did this through asking questions and creating artifacts with which to focus 
these conversations. they tried to influence the client’s way of looking at the problems they 
faced because they struggled to get the client to redesign their systems.
“what has been missing from the project is a willingness to step back and have a conversation about the 
structure of these meetings…someone with design thinking would be stepping back and questioning the 
system…if I look at the role of design thinking in executions, the design thinking element of this at one 
level is a discomfort with the status quo and a willingness to not just deal with the immediate pain. For 
example when they see a meeting is a problem they could easily decide to cull numbers and reduce time 
and make what I call a tactical response rather than saying no we have to stop and rethink the system – 
that’s what designers do…they go up a level” (Participant 1)
the team members who had come from a business background originally were challenged 
at one point in the aaR session to explain what was so designedly about the consultancy’s 
intervention and how different was it from the traditional business consultancy. the members 
answered the leverage was in the ability to get people to have conversations and this was not 
done well by traditional business consultancies. 
“one thing that I’ve noticed coming from a business background is that the consultancy is good at 
getting people to talk which sounds unbelievable simplistic. But unless people are communicating they 
are living in towers making assumptions because they do not talk to each other (which is what is 
happening with our client)” (Participant 6)
“You need to understand how bad the traditional business consulting firms are in this space. So you are 
doing something right and your approach is different” (Participant 12)
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Engaging the system: Working with what you have and not redesigning the system
there were many instances were the consultancy’s 
insights into the client system were valuable, and while 
they managed to get the client to acknowledge these, 
they struggled to get them changed or implemented. 
For example, early in the engagement the consultancy 
recognized that the processes of review and approval 
between the various owners, external bodies and 
stakeholders ensured that the project timeline was at 
risk. this review process was setting up the client to fail 
simple because of the tight deadlines which didn’t allow 
time needed for any rework. the client had to succeed at 
first pass of the process. the consultancy also identified 
the cumbersome and non uniformed documentation that 
was sent in by 16 different suppliers which slowed the 
review process further. these redesign attempts while valuable and acknowledged as so by their 
client had limited success with the varying organizations involved. the consultancy was trying 
to redesign the system while the system was operating and they were hitting against embedded 
practices, processes and time constraints. this project for the consultancy was not only about 
dealing with complex relationships within their client’s organization but the systems, processes 
and relationship between and within multiple organizations. as an implementation project it was 
at the extreme end of the continuum for messy and wicked problems. Seeing a solution, shifting 
someone else’s perception of it and actually getting something changed while the system is 
working on delivering a product or strategy was a wicked challenge for the designers in this space. 
a key challenge that is inherent in my own experience of raising systemic implications while a 
system, is delivering its strategy.
”This relates to an interesting discussion I had about why does it take 4 weeks to review 
(documentation). And the best I could come up with was some guy 3 years ago when writing the 
contract thought about how long it should take them to review the documents and put that in the 
contract. Yet XXX would take it as holy writ not to be challenged or questioned.” (Participant 1) 
this immersion in the organization’s system provided many insights into the opportunities to 
redesign the way work was done. When i asked the project leader how he managed the redesign 
opportunities he saw for the organization, he said:
‘and they would say thanks but we don’t need you, but we would then be called in to work on something 
new once an issue blew up’ (Participant 1). 
this led to a conversation around the nature of projects versus operations and how we try to 
apply similar tools to different contexts. this conversation fuelled my thinking further about the 
inherent assumptions in our practices and which i explore in chapter 6. 
“In operations you look to improve process whereas in projects most processes are not established, if issues 
emerge they need to be dealt with, you do not wait for 3 suppliers to fall over you react to the first one 
because is not a stable environment it’s a fluid moving one. Maybe there is something in there that builds 
a mindset of project managers that they do not deal with process because the very nature of the project 
environment needs you to respond to issues and you are thinking more about content” (Participant 1)
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in the implementation space you are activating the system (organization) to do the work. With 
this comes its existing processes, systems, relationships and the limitations and challenges that 
come from this. For the consultancy it was about helping the system do their job but not making 
the decisions for them. 
“yes that’s the big thing that some people in consulting organizations don’t get, you need to be able 
to influence…we didn’t design a process as such as you would traditionally see it written down as 
a process, we intervened in the wickedness and challenged the assumptions of how they worked” 
(Participant 1)
this concept of influence worked, through giving people new experience. While observing a 
client’s meeting with one of their stakeholders, i heard the client say ‘lets forget about emails, 
there is no use having these conversations through email; lets sit in the room together and 
work through these issues.’ the positive experiences that the consultancy had given them with 
working differently with their stakeholders, had the client initiating the idea of a project room in 
their own client’s office. Staff from both organizations were allocated to this project room where 
they spent daily face to face time working through the issues and decisions that needed to be 
made. this was something that the two parties had not done before.
the team also expressed the interesting belief that while they influenced the system and helped 
the client achieve their deadline, once they leave the system they have not left a lasting change 
to it. 
“we didn’t build anything, we didn’t design anything, we didn’t (permanently) impact the system give or 
take some of the relationships we untangled…while the project leader and myself were doing our thing 
maybe there should have been designers thinking about impacting the system so that when we get into 
the next phase things will happen differently” (Participant 6)
this second point was at the centre of my conversations with the project leader at our final 
workshop. their deep immersion in their client’s system gave them not only an extended 
understanding of the system, but the ability to identify real opportunities for redesign that came 
from their hands on experience of the system. the team’s knowledge and understanding of the 
system would be wasted if they left the system at this point. this led us to explore a central 
question around how do you take the learning from an engagement and build capabilities or 
redesign the system, for some lasting impact and how do you facilitate such a process and what 
would it involve. this is a question that we both agreed needed further work post our workshop.
however, in reflecting on the statement about not seeing how the team impacted the system 
permanently, i recognized that this comment by the team reflects what i believe, is a central 
challenge for designers in this space; the ability to recognize that they add value to business 
without the aesthetic artifacts and physical changes to the system. in this project the value to 
the client was the way the design team framed and highlighted what the problems were and the 
conversations this initiated. i believe this challenge goes to the different frames used, and the 
possibilities that designers and business practitioners see, for design thinking in business. that 
our perceptual limits (Stapely, 1996), create the diverse rhetoric about design in business and 
these perceptual frames contribute to some of the skepticism or resistance that comes through 
in some of the literature about business people becoming designers. Skepticism, which i have 
heard in my own conversations with designers outside my research projects and skepticism, that 
i myself had about design in business before this research investigation.
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in this implementation environment the conversations are around issues that surface, the 
choices, decisions and tradeoffs that need to be made. in one of our conversations i asked the 
project leader what was it that they were designing, and he named this activity as designing 
the interactions of the players. the consultancy spent many hours in what they called micro 
managing relationships; speaking to different players and creating opportunities for dialogue 
around issues that needed to be surfaced and resolved. 
“the project leader spends a lot of his time doing this (identifying critical people, managing relationships 
and building trust) and in the process has influenced their thinking through his interaction with them” 
(Participant 7)
this, in hindsight, for me was about the consultancy discovering and understanding the 
existing boundaries between the various players whether these were physical boundaries (roles, 
departments, organizations) psychological or social barriers. the consultancy spent quite a 
lot of their time sitting in people’s offices having multiple one on one conversation in order to 
understand these boundaries and to find ways to negotiate across these. When asked who was 
responsible for the success of this project, the project leader highlighted the importance of 
identifying and developing key strategic players within the mix of stakeholders. in this project, 
these people were not necessarily at executive level, but as a team they worked through the 
boundary obstacles they encountered.
“have we in the consultancy generated that value and I would say yes and no, there are 4 dimensions, the 
consultancy, xx, xx, and xx as a team working – you take one out and we don’t get there”(Participant 1)
at some point in the project the consultancy even received push back from their own client who 
wanted to know why they were spending more time with the client’s client rather than with 
them. 
“this week I made 7 visits to our client just to get them to meet with their customer face to face…its like 
when we turned our attention to their client these guys got upset…they cancelled having dialogue with 
us…we got pushback for wanting everyone’s perspective on the issues” (Participant 1)
this level of engagement was not familiar to the design team, with one designer commenting 
that their engagement was always with the senior decision maker and that in this project while 
they got the agreement from the senior decision maker it was difficult to cascade this down into 
the lower levels that were actually delivering the strategy.
“We often work in an environment where the intent does not extend past the decision maker…we needed 
to be able to cascade this intent through all (the levels) to give ourselves the permission to operate in this 
space” (Participant 8)
there was also an understanding that in this environment as an expert you did not bring in 
content but process
“The idea that we were the experts in the topic is not what we said we ever were. In fact they were 
adamant that we were labeled as content free…now in practice we did go to understand content, but 
we didn’t bring content we brought experience but we certainly carried behaviors and certain ways 
of being and I think that is a natural extension for the stuff that we have done, there are Consultancy 
dimensions in that…we used the capability of the Consultancy (design thinking) rather than from a 
project management consultancy”. (Participant 1)
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Conflict and resistance requires facilitation and not necessarily  
generative conversations
this project was complex on many levels. it involved 
over 16 domestic and overseas suppliers, numerous 
stakeholders requiring documentation to facilitate the 
risk, safety and reliability requirements inherent in such 
projects. there were also complex historical relationships 
and inherent cultural differences that had to be worked 
with. 
“there is complexity in the supply chain and complexity in 
the interactions…staff are dealing with old resentments 
and there are cultural differences between departments, 
companies and countries…it is a huge organization with a lot of legacy and history, that, with this 
engagement we can’t hope to change it but we can try to influence it…we need to understand and crack 
open these factors” (Participant 7)
“while we did design a different way to work together they still have so much legacy, with pent up issues 
and ego’s that we need to work with and through” (Participant 5)
the consultancy upfront was very clear about the dynamics inherent in this complex project, 
and in identifying where some of the trouble spots were. this knowledge alone did not ensure 
the process would be trouble free. the consultancy’s team characterized this environment as 
aggressive, argumentative, unpleasant and confronting to work in. 
“‘when you step into a broken system there will be conflict and you need to let it happen and move on…
we are not coming in to work in a generative space, we came in to fix it and that is going to shine a light 
on it and people are going to get angst…when you push on the system it will push back…it is completely 
natural in this environment, uncomfortable but natural” (Participant 1)
this aggression was often turned on the consultancy’s team and it meant they had to be 
argumentative and aggressive back and the team members able to deal with this environment, 
were those who had come from it originally. the project leader and two or three other staff who 
had come from a business background were referred to as hybrids because they had spent time 
in both the business and design world. the hybrid staff, seemed to have the capacity to absorb 
the aggression whereas others in the team were struggling with being in an environment where 
they were not wanted or liked.
“how did the fact that our client and their client kept lying to each other on a regular basis – that’s got to 
impact this kind of project and our ability to deal with it” (Participant 11)
“(generative conversations) are sexy…this space was not particularly pleasant… interactions are 
disruptive by nature so therefore confronting and we don’t know how to deal with people that do not 
want us there” (Participant 4)
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there was a conversation about understanding the importance of historical contexts for people, 
their systems and artifacts before going in to show them new ways of working. Something 
i, myself, in my own professional practice, learnt the hard way. the team reflected on the 
resistance they encountered when they tried to redesign the client’s documents. that in 
hindsight, with good intentions, they were naïve in how they engaged the client with the changes 
to the documents and in understanding what this meant to them.
“Our artifacts missed with people’s contributions” (Participant 5)
“We were trying to question the function of this document and messing with the meaning and intent 
with these people and they were pushing back” (Participant 7)
“On the scoreboard at least once a week we were telling them you don’t know what you are doing” 
(Participant 4)
“The first hour we spent with xxx he was walking us through his CV and his 40 years with (the 
company) and with projects like this over the world. We were saying this is a new way to look at the 
information you are producing, but we were actually saying we are messing with your 40 years of 
experience, XX 30 years and XX PhD in project management” (Participant 7)
this space was not considered generative and the existing conversational models the 
consultancy used were hard to apply in this space. 
“Xx made the distinction in late march that this was a build hypothesis not a scope or design problem.  
In other words its not generative it’s really about sharply landing something” (Participant 1)
“We are not trained to run conversation designs that extend to other business topics. You have a direct 
depletion of the consultancy’s capacity to play when they don’t know how to have these conversations” 
(Participant 2)
“(this space) is more about human dynamics, conflict resolution and building trust than it is about 
creating a common argument….rather everyone’s got to stop shouting at each other long enough and 
shut up long enough to go and just have a quiet conversation and work the problem out…but you can’t 
do that unless you listen to the other person and you trust them. And so I think we really need a much 
more… classic facilitation and we are almost arrogantly ignorant of that…yeah (ideation conversations) 
are more generative…it is willfully indifferent to the feelings of the people in the room…it is assumed 
that the sheer intellectual joy of creating something, this generative part, of creating a new argument 
that is elegant will overcome your own feelings of being on the outer…so this belief that conversation 
and a common goal will build a team much better than anything else, which I use to believe, but I now 
think is crap…(because) where there is a pathology in the relationship, strategic conversations won’t 
solve that. When you don’t have anything to generate…you spin your wheels because there is nothing to 
generate…now interestingly I don’t have tools to do that...its not what we do and were not comfortable 
in that space”.(participant 9)
While the environment affected the facilitator’s view and confidence in his own capabilities 
in this space, i had watched him work in two separate meetings and i was left awed at his 
capabilities. i wrote in my journal that his ability to not only follow and capture the flow of the 
multidirectional conversation, but to then steer it to get consensus and closure on decisions, was 
skillful. When i shared my thoughts with him later in our one to one interview, he was surprised 
at my feedback and spoke about how invisible the consulting and facilitating role is, that you can 
only look for feedback from the energy in the room and that sometimes in these environments 
all you are conscious of is how much hard work it was.
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Action Focused “do it” environment is anathema to key design principles
implementation teams place value on action and using 
details to make decisions at the granular level. these values 
clash with two key design principles, the first is the ability to 
think about the whole system and the ability to reflect and 
sit with the problem longer before moving into solutions 
and hence action.
When i asked the project leader in our final workshop what 
had not survived this implementation environment, he 
answered the ability to reflect. that in this environment 
there was a tension between doing and thinking.
“(in this environment) the force for doing becomes very strong 
as you get to a milestone this tension swings towards the model of just do it and you lose the time 
for reflection….reflection is the critical thing you lose in this environment…often you would have a 
conversation about something and two months later you think ahh I wish we had done that, we talked 
about it but didn’t do it” (Participant 1) 
“ we made a huge hypothesis of how we were going to change things and we have not started that and if 
we are ever going to start that or at some point down the track we decided not to do that”( Participant 4)
“If we look to do this (type of project) again we need the occasional shove into solid because our natural 
tendency is to sit in the fuzzy space and need to be shoved into solidity” (Participant 2)
in addition, the project leader found that abstract concepts were ineffective and unappreciated 
in this space. the project leader spoke about the consultancy’s first attempt at giving the client 
feedback on where the client’s capabilities needed to shift. the consultancy realized they needed 
to do things differently so that their client could connect with the feedback about their existing 
practices and their capabilities.
“this model (showing diagram) comes from the breakdowns we had…but the model is so disconnected 
from what is seen as their day to day… the diagram/model is too abstracted… it is synthesized at a 
level that cannot be enacted – I need to take that synthesis down to something that can be enacted, 
its like we need to be able to apply this to meetings, to interactions with suppliers and so forth…” 
(Participant 1)
the client had a high tolerance for visual detail and for the designers on the team this tolerance 
was low. this discussion highlighted that there was a need to understand the question that was 
being asked in this environment. 
“We would walk in and say, look at these documents they are crap and they say they are beautiful, look 
at the detail. This is a techno environment we can’t escape it” (Participant 1)
“Nifeli I’d like you to visit xxx and check his report and our report and understand the difference and 
how the artifact is used. What drives people to do those and claim they are good” (Participant 4)
“It was answering different questions. His report was not answering was it done, it was fundamentally 
about what is next – it was answering when it would be back for us to do more work on it for however 
iterations it needed. It was about diagnosing the risk to the next (stage) by knowing how many iteration 
they have.” (Participant 2)
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i found this part of the conversation interesting to reflect also on the Loupe project. in Loupe 
when i had shown the Loupe designers the artifact (diagram 4.6) i had produced for the project, 
they physically stepped back to look at it and commented it was too detailed. When i presented 
it to the Loupe partner and his colleague they physically moved into the diagram, scanned and 
engaged with the different stories presented. Practitioners in business, work with detail to find 
what is significant for them. What drives significance is the question they are trying to answer. 
i believe design does the same thing but that they visually communicate this differently and 
can abstract the message simply because they have the skill to do so. that visual detail and 
content detail are two different dimensions and how these are expressed, comes back to intent, 
skill and relevance. through the consultancy project i became aware of this distinction in my 
conversations with the project leader who spoke about the difference in working with specifics 
to complete a task and the difference of looking for significance as design does. When i shared 
that i believed that detailed information can be significant and gave him an example from the 
Loupe project, he was quick to highlight to me that he would not call that detail, but significance, 
because i was lifting the conversation up a level to consider how the system worked. i started 
to realize that our distinction between detail and big picture was not straightforward and there 
were other dimensions to the use of these labels. We were using the same labels but meaning 
and valuing different characteristics in these labels. it was clear that without understanding the 
nuances in how we use these labels, no real valuing of each others disciplinary practices can 
occur. 
Multiple levels of activity, multiple goals and boundaries – seeing the whole and  
its parts
the consultancy’s project was only one stage of a multistage 
project and in that, there were multiple sites and stakeholders 
engaged in different levels of activity. as a consultant, the 
consultancy were brought in and out of various activities and 
given only a portion of the whole to play with. 
“the client was allocating what the consultancy could play with…
Yes every time when there was a big blow up and they would say we 
can’t keep going on like this they would call us in” (Participant 1)
“Because we didn’t know their space we were confined to their lives 
and couldn’t theorize around the bigger project” (Participant 2)
this created partial views of the activity that the consultancy 
had to try to piece together, and often this meant they were taken by surprise. they discovered 
hidden relationships, power dynamics and processes. the team had a great conversation around 
the invisibility of complex systems where something as straightforward as being told this 
document goes to this organization actually had four or five people it passed through and hence 
created instances where the team discovered these details, through hunting down lost or late 
documentation. they were also given information at the end of the project timeline, when they 
should have had this at the beginning, which frustrated the team and had caused unnecessary 
rework. the team told stories that highlighted the wastefulness in this environment.
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“It’s like one of the guys who walked out of that meeting and said ‘well that’s 2hrs of my life I won’t get 
back’. This whole sense of waste, energy and effort” (Participant 1)
“(telling a story) this is just one conversation which shows at a cultural level where wasted time, wasted 
emotional energy, rework was occurring but you multiply that by 10,000 interactions and your culture 
can’t afford to do that” (Participant 3)
in this environment the team encountered hidden elements and relationships that were being 
revealed iteratively. the challenge here was finding better ways of making things visible.
“my main concern is that XXX was contracted so we had to know what the end outcome would look 
like and we didn’t get that piece of paper until yesterday (after contract was delivered) so that is an 
interesting question in itself why was that not given earlier?” (Participant 4)
“for each of the slices we felt comfortable and thought yes this is going to happen and then something 
else came along that was huge”(Participant 7)
there were multiple activities within the project and engaging designers across these activities 
not only required new ways of coordinating as a team, they had to deal with the challenge 
of being caught up in the environment’s dynamics. this played havoc with their scheduled 
meetings.
“One thing I noticed is that we didn’t have a toolkit for coordination or we reinvented it every week” 
(Participant 1)
“For me I felt like an outlier in that side street with very little visibility of what was really happening…
those coordination meeting weren’t serving my purposes they were serving your purposes which was 
appropriate but in terms of being able to link in …to identify potential areas of overlap that we need 
to deal with…in terms of coordinating ourselves across multiple streams of work, it was not really 
happening.” (Participant 10)
the team spoke about the politics in organizations and how in hindsight, you can recognize who 
had power and influence and it wasn’t necessarily hierarchical. they had used the structure of 
who was on the team but there were other people who officially were not on this list but who 
could influence or undermine events.
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Design’s Agency in Enabling
While it was clear through this research, that not all designers could see themselves in 
this implementation space, i came to strongly believe that design has agency in strategy 
implementation and in enabling systemic conversations. these insights into design’s agency 
came from being embedded in these team’s practices, questioning their thinking, and reflecting 
on how this differed from what i would have previously done in my own business practice. 
Below, i briefly discuss the practices that i believe have agency in enabling systemic 
conversations and recognize that not all designers are equally skilled at these practices. design 
Scholars (cross 2006, 2011; Lawson 2006, 2008) over numerous years have researched the 
cognitive and creative abilities of designers and tried to articulate the core features of highly 
developed design abilities. in recent years business scholars such as Liedtka & Ogilvie (2011) and 
Martin (2009) have attempted to articulate what characteristics of design thinking, can create 
competitive advantage for business in the field of innovation. Below, i discuss what i believe is 
design’s agency in implementation through my observations of the various designers in my two 
research projects.
Key Practices
Challenging Core Assumptions
designers were comfortable in challenging core assumptions and asking why ‘does something 
have to be this way?’ in the Loupe project the constant challenges to the way i was thinking 
about representing my data, finally shifted the linear model of thinking that went into my 
diagrams. in the consultancy project, the designers often challenged existing processes and rules 
to understand the merit of why these existed. the team recognized that answering a problem in 
a direct manner (i.e. we must work faster to meet the deadline) was not viable and they had to 
consider what else was creating a stumbling block to reaching the deadline, and hence, why does 
the process have to be this way. i want to highlight here that in exploring systemic implications  
it is important for us to constantly challenge the assumptions we make about an innovation or 
its adoption.
“we didn’t design a process as such as you would traditionally see it written down as a process way – 
we intervened in the wickedness and challenged the assumptions of how they worked” (Participant 1)
Tools in the ‘what is’ space for surfacing systemic implications
as highlighted in chapter four, designer’s tools and methods for surfacing insights were 
extremely powerful in this investigation, in particular tools such as contextual inquiry, scaffolds 
and probes. So too were concepts such as prototyping ideas and iterative experimentation, which 
embodied an attitude of learning about a system rather than ‘diagnosing’ and ‘doing to’ which is 
common in business and which i explore in chapter six. importantly, understanding when to use 
low fidelity versus high fidelity prototypes or artifacts to initiate and invite conversation. 
Visualizations to initiate conversations
there is also a small but growing body of work on the role of visualizations for communicating 
in service design projects (Segelstrom, 2009), knowledge in project based work (Whyte et al 2007) 
and in their use during the design process (diana et al 2009). i found the use of visualizations to 
initiate conversations a critical skill in my endeavor to raise systemic issues for dialogue. Before 
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this research i had not perceived visualizations this way, my experience of visuals in business 
settings was of a one way communication of facts or messages. the consultancy’s project leader 
captured this key strength succinctly and in naming it this way shifted my perception. 
“Designers create models either metaphors or visuals that outlay concepts that make them discussable”
Drawing for thinking, sense-making and synthesis
the ability to draw while thinking was a characteristic i had observed in both my projects and 
which i couldn’t resonate to. in fact, i only saw it as a type of short hand in keeping notes. 
however, as highlighted in chapters one and two, in the last year of this research i began drawing 
to make sense of my thinking and discovered the value in drawing for highlighting relationships, 
identifying implications and for challenging the assumptions in these connections. i highlighted 
in chapter four, that dialogue oscillates and that implications are found in this oscillating 
dialogue, that implications are not found in linear conversations. For me, drawing was a way to 
play back these multiple connections, to make sense of these and to highlight their relationships. 
in my previous practice i had a strong ability to immerse myself into detail and to identify 
implications in projects. however i was not very good at holding the detail and its connections 
in my head and therefore struggled to give the reasoning behind my decisions. during this 
research, drawing has allowed me to make these connections, to identify patterns and meaning 
in the rich details of this research and to ultimately communicate it. Kolko (2010) highlights that 
while other aspects of the design process are visible to non-designers, the processes of synthesis 
that designers go through is not always visible nor are the connections between the inputs 
and outputs, and that even designers struggle to articulate exactly why their design insights 
are valuable. this thinking out-loud on paper rather than the finished drawing, is where these 
connections are made.
“A lot of things I’m trying to make sense of for myself and someone else sees it and said yes that makes 
sense can I have it…you might have a simple question that no-one asked and you asked it of yourself 
and visualized the question for your own sense making and found that it gave others an insight or 
answered something they didn’t think to ask” (Participant 7)
“the lesson I guess is that visualizing makes its own usefulness there are a lot of things that we used 
that were useful that came from a bottom up place” (Participant 5)
Layering
through the consultancy project i heard designers say that they look for significance in 
detail, and help people go up a level. it took a long time for me to recognize that they were not 
simply talking about abstracting a message. i began to recognize that in this implementation 
environment looking for significance was a form of identifying implications, in an ideation 
situation they would be looking for opportunities. however, what i saw as valuable was the 
concept of layering, that it forms a bridge between the detail and the abstracted big picture. 
“People will give designers specifics and designers are looking for significance and so it drives you crazy 
that they are not looking forward (big picture)” (Participant 1)
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But the research also revealed that there were different levels of this personal ability to immerse 
oneself into the details and sit with this data, looking for significance.
“I was inspired by XX courage to dive into a document that looks like crap. When I actually ventured to 
make sense of the excel document it took 3 days to reduce it to a one page description” (Participant 7)
“But do you get that that’s one of the things we need to do this immersion to see what the hells going on. 
Absolutely you need capability for both, you need someone to be comfortable with that to track it all and 
someone to layer it and triage it” (Participant 2)
Design in Business - A designer’s perspective
in follow up interviews i had asked three of the designers if there were opportunities for design 
in this space, their visualization, language and conversation skills. even though they found this 
a tough and unpleasant environment from the usually generative space they worked in, the 
designers in the consultancy saw the opportunities for design skills in this environment, even 
those that did not personally enjoy the space. 
“I would think that that is a problem with the naming of design mindset – we pick people up out of 
design courses they don’t know the power that they have. If you take xxxxx for example and throw him 
in and he will say sure I’ll give it ago whereas others would think, I’m here to do strategy, this isn’t what 
I do, I’m not comfortable in this hard pushing immediate environment. Not everyone can be but if they 
can there is a huge power in that” (Participant 1)
“yes I have no doubt about the importance of some of those (design) skills…to my mind a prerequisite 
for better communications is first a shared picture of the problem space and second well designed 
information that speaks to the key issues which builds visibility around the questions that should be at 
the heart of the conversations” (Participant 10)
“(can you use design to have a generative conversation about the present and what it means to the 
future) can you turn the tools of design onto yourself and onto the current situation? And the answer is 
yes…yes because design is about creating something new…the closest thing I get to in that is verbally 
prototyping models and stuff we are going to do that with X in two weeks time…which I’m not really 
looking forward to but which we’ll have to do” (Participant 9)
Understanding Limitations 
the limitations that surfaced were around an individual’s characteristics and personal 
preferences.
Inclination and Fit to the environment
in this project the one factor that the consultancy did not really expect was the resistance from 
their designers to being drawn into this project. the assumption that where design could go 
designers would want to go, had to be re-thought and this had implications for recruiting. the 
project team could not get just any designer to work with them on elements of the project.
 “There is an issue of those with a design bent that after 2-3 weeks they get bored with doing what you 
call the grunt work and not design work. They move on or it’s hard to coral the troops…I don’t know 
how many times I heard throughout this project that ‘I can’t get resources to work with me on this 
project and I need them’” (Participant 11)
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“What faded away was the capability of the style of the individuals in the organization to be comfortable 
in this environment, thus we had no leverage, we couldn’t call on people to help” (Participant 1)
“(while we play in the scope and design environment, the build environment has elements of design 
but) there is a question of what is the competency set and fit for this habitat and the disposition... it 
sounds like we haven’t recruited the people who are dispositionally suited to take the battle up (in this 
implementation space)”(Participant 2)
“it was a huge shock for me in the beginning of the project when I found that this is how I operate and 
none of these people (in the team) were prepared to operate this way, that designers were having their 
nose put out of joint because I was demanding certain things from them... and they were saying you are 
directing us and not giving us any freedom with this and me saying well if you don’t do it then I have 
to do it, this is what I need... (this project) was an eye opener for designers... I was doing a whole lot of 
stuff that I knew and it just had a name in the consultancy” (Participant1) 
“this is very confronting for me that there are these types of personalities and skill sets that apply 
to this type of work and if the consultancy wants to do 3 or 4 of these projects we don’t have the 
resources”(Participant 7)
“There are designers (here that) need to be given a space to play in and if they can’t see a clear design 
space then they would rather not play” (Participant 6)
during these conversations i reflected on how interesting it was that design is about managing 
complexity and wickedness yet not all team members were comfortable in sitting amongst the 
unknown, complex and evolving space that is implementation. 
Our personal preferences and what we value modify our inherent skills
the issue of values7, skills and preferences came up in my interview with one of the facilitators. 
When i enquired about the background of the facilitators in the company i discovered that they 
came from a diverse background and not necessarily design. they came from disciplines such as 
business, design, literature, mathematics and debating. But there was a unifying characteristic 
and that was their enjoyment of working with and crafting ideas and abstract concepts. 
 “you need someone who can think in a certain way and so you get that from a lot of different 
disciplines... I suspect what you need is when I say you want a rigorous discipline you want a discipline 
where you’ve had to think and be generative in your thinking around abstract things... you are looking 
for someone who is fascinated by ideas and can deal with them and model them rather than someone 
with a specific technical background” (Participant 9)
this led to a conversation he had had internally about the Myer Briggs personality indicator. 
that when he reflected on those staff members who were good facilitators they had the nt 
characteristics, in other words were good thinkers (t) and intuitive (n) in nature.
7. Values: Previously i had trained and worked with the aVi values indicator (www.minessence.net.au) and in 
hindsight it would have been valuable to this study to explore the different value systems in the organization to 
identify if there was a clear link between people’s value system and the type of work they liked to take on. in other 
words could you identify the designers who thrived in the implementation space, those who tolerated it and those 
who avoided it and what were the implications for recruitment. an avenue of research that i believe would be 
interesting and i would like to explore further.
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“your really just trying for the big picture all the time which is kind of an NT thing, and you’re looking 
for edges and boundaries, which is also a kind of an NT thing….so the strategic conversations is a 
classic NT gig” (Participant 9)
“So X’s view was that we are a ‘T (thinking) organization. We don’t get emotions, and we’re scared of 
them…and so culturally we are not equipped to deal with conflict and traditional team building and I 
think he is right…(but)I think we can get over that and I’d like to.” (Participant 9)
When i asked the facilitator if their conversations get down to the detail level in their workshops, 
he said they can do it but it wasn’t his preference.
“(at the detail level) you can get quite granular when talking about capabilities and processes , again 
temperamentally we just don’t do that, that kind of stuff …that kind of stuff exhausts me and scares me 
and I don’t want to be doing it up in front of a group of people. More traditional facilitators, that’s where 
they go and they’re great at it and its high energy and they get groups doing stuff. And I hate it I find it 
both scary and boring which is not a good combination and I suspect my colleagues x, c, d, and e are the 
same” (Participant 9)
colins and chippendale (2002) in their work with values highlight that while we have certain 
capabilities, if these are not aligned with what we value, we lose motivation: “People will only be 
motivated to engage in certain processes and activities when those processes and activities are 
congruent with their values, otherwise they will become de-motivated and will procrastinate” 
(2002, p167)
Identity
there were many conversations around identity; some of these were related to individuals who 
struggled to recognize their role in this space. 
“we were looking for ideas for artifacts…she was brought into the room and I gave her a hypothesis 
and she said ‘if you already have an idea of what you want, don’t engage me ask xx to give you a 
visualizer’…so one of the questions to pose to her is what was it about this project that drove her away 
from this” (Participant 7) 
Other conversations went to the heart of what was the consultancy’s identity and business 
proposition. Where does the company want to shift or extend its focus, what does it mean and 
do they have a shared concept of their identity?
“As a consultancy, do we put out fires or design the system” (Participant 4)
Resilience
When i asked the project leader did he enjoy working in this environment he answered that 
sometimes he enjoyed it but sometimes it was a hard slog and that he had to keep the future or 
end outcome at top of mind. Sentiments expressed also by the Loupe partner in project 2.
“I think you need to anchor yourself in the future and stay with that – there is almost a single 
mindedness, its something I don’t know how to describe it... I found that occasionally that I was the 
only one that was holding the deadline for the project, there is a bloody mindedness or actually a will” 
(participant 1)
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When asked what type of person would you need to be to work in this environment he 
highlighted the need for resilience.
“I think there is a resilience and wherever it comes from whether it is through experience or techniques, 
there is a resilience for being different if you are going to carry a design mindset into this environment” 
(participant 1)
he spoke about the difficulty in implementing design thinking and gave the example of a client 
who recently compared design thinking to the management reengineering technique of Six 
Sigma. he required resilience when design thinking was discounted so quickly and to recognize 
that it is a hard slog when you put valuable concepts in front of people who don’t see its value. 
The difficulty of transferring design thinking without experiential knowledge
in my conversations with the project leader i shared my own struggle to understand design as 
a discipline and how it took a good 6 months to get my head around the language and only now 
two years into this research i am beginning to understand, empathize and value what design 
could offer. he shared his own experience of joining the consultancy which initiated a separate 
conversation about the real challenge of transferring design thinking into business and designers 
into this implementation environment, that the value of the experiential experience can achieve 
more than rhetoric alone. 
“For me there was a learning in this project that I had to extract 15 years of scars and remember what 
it is like to step into this space and be confronted by something (issues). It was like me stepping into 
a design space here and thinking that design is just chatting too much and ‘lets just get it done’…It 
probable took me 18months, 6 months to start to get it, 18months to understand and exist it…For them 
(the designers on the project) this is the reverse experience that this environment (implementation) is 
‘just too pushy” 
Leveraging Design
in chapter three i discussed my work in general systems theory and how i had made the 
hypothesis that in investigating systemic implications, design had leverage over business. this 
was because designers, as part of their design brief and negotiated processes, were well placed to 
explore and understand an organization. 
during this research i discovered that design did have leverage within their processes and 
practices but that they needed to recognize this leverage on two levels. the first was that in 
understanding their client, and in looking for opportunities, they were also learning deeply 
about the ‘what is’ environment. the implications for their new idea or innovation are hidden 
within this data. i believe design can leverage their role by making these issues visible. i am 
not suggesting that designers become implementers but rather to extend the boundaries of the 
dialogue they initiate for the client beyond simply the dialogue around the innovation. 
Secondly, design can leverage their role by recognizing that their contribution goes beyond the 
physical artifacts and the innovations they produce to the conversations they initiate. the ability 
to keep the whole in mind, to layer the details, and to see significance, are critical capabilities 
that can be brought to the dialogue needed around implementation and the numerous decisions 
and tradeoffs that need to be made.
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ChAPTER 6 
The ‘Act’ of Enabling 
“The problems come, not because we have boundaries in our 
thinking, but because we forget there are boundaries. Groups 
forget the assumptions they are making and get frozen in 
taken-for-granted worldviews... Help people get a feeling for 
challenging their own assumed boundaries and they will 
usually start doing it on their own more regularly – even if this 
requires occasional prodding.”
(Senge, 2008 p186)
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in chapters four and five, i highlighted that 
there were certain ways of seeing, thinking 
and doing that created leverage for initiating 
systemic conversations. But at a deeper level, 
this research surfaced for me the embedded 
assumptions in our existing practices of 
ideation, design and implementation. i learnt 
that these embedded assumptions not only 
kept systemic implications hidden but they 
contributed to the resistance in engaging in 
these conversations. these insights began 
to take form when i reflected on the ‘act’ of 
enabling itself. in this chapter, i share my 
observations, through the projects, about 
organizational capabilities and the importance 
of reframing how we think about and work 
with capabilities. these reflections led to a deeper exploration and understanding of what i have 
termed paradigmatic assumptions.
Challenging an organization’s capabilities
in my two practice-based projects, both my research partners were enacting a new strategy and 
venturing into new markets which required new capabilities. Both their strategic directions were 
desirable and made commercial sense. Both organizations were aware that their strategy would 
involve new capabilities and the project teams had numerous conversations around what this 
would mean. What stood out for me however was that irrespective of these conversations both 
organizations came up against their own organizational systems. By organizational system i 
mean the organization’s existing infrastructure, culture, practices, sense of identity, values and 
their perceived value proposition to their clients. these issues not only created challenges for 
the project teams to manage, but at its core, challenged key assumptions underpinning their 
project’s objectives. however, what was interesting was that each project team took a different 
approach to planning and enacting their strategy and these approaches created different 
consequences for each team. importantly, these different approaches reflected a different 
attitude to capabilities. Below, i share the experiences that triggered my thinking around 
capabilities, the inherent tensions in our practice around knowledge and the importance of 
reframing our understanding of and how we work with capabilities.
Story 1: Consultancy 
the consultancy for a number of years had been working with organizations in building strategy 
and designing services. it believed that design was a valuable tool in business, which could 
extend beyond ideation and innovation to the critical business process of implementation. in 
fact the high failure rate in project implementation showed that the market needed new ways of 
managing complex projects and it was a market need that had not been adequately addressed 
by existing business approaches. When the consultancy was presented with the opportunity 
to explore design thinking in project implementation, they undertook it with the clear 
understanding that implementation was a uniquely different environment, and they wanted to 
learn about their own capabilities (design thinking, consultancy’s toolkit, staff) in this space. 
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While the project was clearly a success in that the consultancy helped their client meet their 
deliverables to a tight deadline, the experience of working in this space created challenges 
for the project team to manage on a day to day basis. importantly, as highlighted in chapter 
five, these challenges revealed elements of their own organizational system which did not 
necessarily fit the implementation environment. this implementation environment, challenged 
the consultancy’s assumptions about design in this space, its existing toolset, practices, identity, 
values and culture. there were significant implications for their organization if it was to work in 
this environment again.
“There is fundamentally something not right about the type of project we tried to take on and the 
nature of how the consultancy likes to work…Fundamentally this space challenges our model of how we 
operate”(Participant 11)
“Our capabilities and inclinations don’t fit the build environment” (Participant 2)
“We developed work-arounds to bypass our systems rather than organize ourselves to do the work…
your right you can man this as a Consultancy project and we all sit there and go- it bloody killed 
us”(Participant 4)
Taking a Designerly Approach to exploring capabilities
however, the consultancy took what david Snowden calls a ‘safe fail’8 approach. they explicitly 
recognized that they could undertake this project because they had a project leader who had 
come from a traditional management consulting background and had worked on complex 
implementation projects in the past. in addition, they had two other staff members who had 
come from similar backgrounds and could support the project leader. the consultancy’s 
management highlighted that this project was an experiment, which, at worst case scenario 
would reveal that the outcome was solely from the project leader’s expertise, or at best, would 
highlight that the consultancy’s design toolkit and thinking provided an important leverage 
in working in this space. they supported this strategy by creating opportunities for reflection 
around the engagement, and with my role as an outsider to initiate and be involved in these 
conversations.
this ‘safe fail’ approach meant that their only commitment to this strategy was staff’s time on 
the project and in engaging in reflective practice. But this approach also held the concept of 
capabilities lightly in that capabilities were open for exploration, from learning about what exists 
and what could exist. the learning from this experience fed into the consultancy’s strategic 
conversations for their business going forward. the project revealed that design thinking had 
leverage in this space but it needed what they termed hybrid designers that could comfortably 
sit between the world of design and implementation. the consultancy made the decision not 
to branch into this new market sector because this strategy, for the consultancy, required a 
new way of working that was not a comfortable, nor a desirable fit to their existing culture and 
capabilities. they reaffirmed that their core competency and value proposition was in the field of 
8. this concept was introduced to me at a cognitive edge accreditation program on 5-6 november 2008. this 
accreditation was for david Snowden’s cynefin sense-making framework (see Kurtz and Snowden, 2003 or  
www.cognitive-edge.com). a Safe-Fail approach is used in complex environments where you create an experiment 
(or probe) that allows you to learn through failure about new terrains and where emergent possibilities become 
more visible. 
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ideation and innovation. however, this project did have further unexpected consequences in that 
personnel who saw opportunities and the leverage of design thinking in implementation left the 
organization to engage in this work.
Story 2: The Loupe Project 
Our Partner’s project was initiated as a response to changes occurring in the finance industry 
and the threats and opportunities this presented. in designing and building the online platform, 
the project team recognized that new capabilities were needed and that these changes had 
significant impact on their business analysts work practices and therefore would create 
resistance in certain areas. this resistance needed to be planned for and managed. the new 
technology was being introduced into their business advisory unit (BaS) to replace existing 
manual processes, introduce new services to their existing client base and to attract new client 
segments. the team saw the innovation as a way to deliver a specific set of services and whether 
consciously or unconsciously the boundaries were drawn around the innovation and how the 
client and analyst would interact through the technology. the project team’s conversations and 
estimates around capabilities, efficiencies, and revenue earnings appeared to be centered on 
these interactions. 
however, the partner’s request to the Loupe 
research team to conduct the contextual 
inquiry on the analyst’s work flow revealed 
that the boundary of the innovation should 
have been drawn around the Senior analyst. 
Figure 6.1 illustrates this shift in perspective 
from the technology to the analyst delivering 
the service. the contextual inquiry and 
my work with this data revealed that the 
innovation was embedded within and 
interacted with existing organizational 
infrastructure (processes, systems, structures, 
policies) and that the analyst was central 
to facilitating this interaction. importantly, 
this infrastructure was not scheduled to be 
changed and that resistance came from valid 
concerns about these elements of the system. 
these concerns challenged the assumptions 
underpinning the team’s estimates on the 
expected efficiencies from the new online 
system. the contextual inquiry highlighted 
that the capabilities under consideration 
needed to extend to issues far beyond the 
boundaries of the business unit’s interaction 
with the online platform alone. 
Figure 6.1: A Shift in Perspective
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twelve months on from our initial engagement, these issues were frustrating the team’s progress 
and making them question the core assumptions they had made for the online platform’s 
efficiencies. these delays were also providing fuel for those who were resisting the new model. 
“I would say that we probably overestimated the amount of automation we could do as well. We had 
a view of a very low touch model that would process in the background and it really hangs on client 
on-boarding process so its much more time intensive than we ever imagined….so the partners are seeing 
that as not delivering to the model”. (participant 2)
the issue of an analyst’s identity and value system also surfaced in this project. the innovation 
was seen as challenging the analyst’s perceived value proposition to their client, and what they 
themselves valued about their job. the analysts saw the innovation as losing human contact 
which was central to how they learnt about their client’s business and needs and central to 
what they enjoyed most about their role. the project team however, perceived the innovation 
as enhancing the value proposition by freeing up the analysts from manual paper work to do 
what they enjoyed most, give business advice to their client. even with their communication 
strategy it was hard to get a shared sense of meaning and understanding for the technologies 
role and what the analysts were losing or keeping of their face to face interaction. colins and 
chippendale (2002) refer to the importance of understanding the synthetic relationship between 
a person’s goal values and mean values9. in other words, while the project team and the analysts 
shared the goal of enhancing and adding value to their client’s business they appeared to have 
a different (mean goal) preference or strategy for delivering this value. the analyst’s capabilities 
(ability and inclination) for working through a face to face model or through distributed 
technology needed deeper consideration and evaluation. 
A Business Approach to Strategic Change: Nurturing the innovation and dealing with what surfaces
Our research partner’s project had been developed and nurtured over a number of years using 
a popular management tool known as the three horizons Framework, a model i had come 
across in my own practice. this framework based on best practice research was developed by the 
McKinsey consulting group in the late 1990’s (McKinsey 2009). the framework provides a way for 
organizations to manage their current performance while maximizing future opportunities for 
growth. the premise of this model is that innovations move from horizon three to horizon One. 
horizon three contains ideas for profitable growth in the future. these ideas are analyzed and 
worked on over time. those ideas showing potential revenue earning capabilities are then moved 
into horizon two where considerable investment is allocated. as an idea moves into horizon One 
it becomes part of the core business and contributes its share of profits to the business. 
When the Loupe project team came along the online project was sitting in horizon two and 
needed to be moved to horizon One but it was behind in making this transition. the team was 
under pressure to show a return on the investment they were making.
9. colins and chippendale (2002, p89) highlight that people have both goal values and mean values. goal values are 
ends in themselves in other words they give us an understanding of what people are seeking from life. Mean values 
suggest the strategy a person employs to have their goal values satisfied. While we can share goal values we may 
have a different way of expressing or enacting those values.
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“The company committed to a budget for us to go down this path and we put forward a plan that we 
would be generating revenue after a period of time, that period has elapsed and probably not at the 
levels we thought it would be and there is obviously pressure to make it work better”(participant 1)
“(the focus) on commercialization had taken over a little bit…its probably at a pointy end at this stage 
we don’t have all the processes in place, we’re getting there and its not as smooth and picture perfect as 
envisioned, so that is why the commercials are becoming important”.(participant 2)
the project team had employed change management techniques such as communication 
strategy, change agents and participation methods and they were making small inroads into 
influencing the system. While the big picture was understood and supported by the executive 
level, our research partner was still dealing with the resistance to the innovation from the people 
who would be using it. alternatively, while some staff were buying into the concept the team 
found that they were being challenged to explain why they were not delivering to the model they 
had envisioned or were being asked questions that as yet could not be answered.
“At our exec level it is well understood what we are trying to create but below this level it is still a hard 
slog... It’s a slog and the only reason I’m ticking along is that I can see the end game. All that crap that 
you deal with in-between, at times you question whether it’s worth the time and effort and my sanity to 
keep going” (participant 1)
“For me the visioning of the future is critical to be able to forget the limitations of today, but the space 
of implementation is the slog dealing with today’s realities to shift the organization to the future vision. 
That people don’t really appreciate this... A lot of the time is spent being that liaison between what 
is achievable now, what is happening in the future and what things we need to go down this path” 
(participant 1)
the consequence for this project was that there were multiple and unexpected issues that 
the project team had to deal with on a daily basis and which were slowing them down. Project 
implementation became a stressful and conflict filled environment and the team were behind in 
delivering the innovation and the expected efficiencies and revenue.
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Recognizing the Paradox’s and Tensions in our Practice 
these conversations with the project leaders from both the Loupe and consultancy project were 
pivotal in raising questions for me about how we think about and work with organizational 
capabilities. While the consultancy had the luxury of exploring their capabilities without 
committing to a new structure, i began to wonder why it was that in business we couldn’t at 
least playfully speculate about our capabilities. What stopped us in engaging in ‘what if’ and 
‘what is’ types of conversations regarding our current capabilities. through these reflections i 
recognized that there were inherent tensions in our practice, relating to knowledge and hence 
knowledge about capabilities.
i believe that Organizations work with a 
central paradox, the need to plan and make 
decisions about their future while recognizing 
that not all factors can be known. i drew 
Figure 6.2 to illustrate the four tensions that 
surfaced in my conversations with the project 
leaders. through the first axis i highlight 
that knowledge is both known (or knowable) 
and unknown (or unknowable). through the 
second axis i represented the mechanistic and 
organic approaches used to work with this 
knowledge that surfaced in our conversations. 
Yet through these conversations, i recognized 
that we did not always apply the right 
approach to knowledge. that we either kept 
to a mechanistic model and treated unknown 
variables as known, or we used an organic 
approach to information that could be 
known. importantly, we were not necessarily 
consistent with our approaches. these four tensions are discussed below:
Big Picture vs Detail: Understanding the tension in building the future while considering the Present
in designing and implementing strategy there 
is a perennial tension between the need for 
big picture thinking and the need for detailed 
knowledge. this, i believe, is the fundamental 
challenge for business. a challenge that has 
inspired planning processes, participation 
approaches and new methods and tools to 
engage stakeholders. i am not arguing with 
the fact that you need people to see beyond 
the day to day grind, to envision futures and 
possibilities, to keep businesses innovating 
and operating. But visioning is a speculative 
approach based on a mix of good reasoning 
and good instincts. however, there are many unknowns in the future, yet we treat it as a 
known and that this vision can’t be modified. Yet often in implementation the future vision is 
Figure 6.2: Paradoxes and Tensions in our  
approach to knowledge
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compromised or costs a lot more than was expected whether in human or financial terms. i 
believe there is an opportunity for details to be explored somewhere in-between the ideation, 
design and implementation processes we use, before implementation occurs and with it the 
challenges, compromises and costs. 
When i asked the Loupe partner what was the overriding lesson he learnt for the next project he 
highlighted the importance of greater participation at the ideation stage of a project.
“I think my key one (lesson) would be to have more people from the coalface involved in the early 
decision making. I think there is the expectation that we just go away and create stuff and everything 
will be better – but the business has to own it... we got shifted off to incubate the idea and get the 
foundation set but it needed to be done in a bigger planned manner and that ultimately the benefits get 
passed back, not just to us and our career or benefits to the overall firm but to the people in the next 2 to 
3 years who will live and breath it. I don’t think we did enough of that”
alternatively as shown on the axis, while details are considered knowable these are revealed 
iteratively as different relationships and interactions are encountered. Our Loupe partner 
spoke about learning something new every day about what they were creating. additionally, 
our consultancy partner when discussing his client’s project spoke about the constant 
new information that was revealed that kept shifting their daily priorities and created an 
environment of constant fire fighting, even with the numerous stakeholder conversations they 
were holding. this iterative revealing of information was a constant dynamic the team had to 
work with. this tension sends out the challenge of how do teams oscillate between these two 
levels of conversation and how do we mediate these conversations at the right level and at 
the right time. through this research i believe these conversations can be mediated through 
visualizations that surface and engage project teams in systemic conversations. 
Planned versus Emergent: Learning not to take the extreme position on this continuum
this tension speaks to the dynamic of needing 
to plan the delivery of the big picture strategy 
and to expect the emergent elements in the 
project’s implementation. Both project leaders 
had made the comment that implementation 
was an emergent and trouble shooting space, 
that this is were the details are worked with, 
that in implementation there is a sense that 
not all things can be known upfront and 
everyday presents a new insight and with it a 
new challenge. 
“How do we know when we get there? we need to do a lot more of that (thinking) because we are getting 
those sorts of questions asked and its like well – I said today that we are learning something new about 
what we are creating every day – we don’t know all the answers yet but there is an expectation that we 
do” (Loupe participant 1)
as suggested in the diagram above some details are knowable and i wondered why we believe 
that all of these have to wait for implementation. the contextual inquiry had revealed some 
of these challenges upfront and the artifacts i had created, clearly illustrated that the project 
team could have worked with these issues earlier if they had had this artifact. therefore, how 
emergent is emergence and where on the scale between our ability to plan and our inability to 
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know all did we sit and were we creating problems down the track based on taking both these 
extreme positions? this tension is about balancing what could be planned for and what should 
be allowed to emerge. this was a question which the consultancy team raised in their own 
reflections about their project.
Execution versus Experimentation: ‘doing to’ versus ‘learning about’ 
the implementation stage of a project is 
often referred to as executing a strategy. in 
other words, all elements of the plan have 
been thought out and the team is allocated 
the task of following the plan and making 
it happen or as i refer to it as ‘doing’. the 
Loupe partner used this traditional approach, 
one that i myself have used many times 
before. however, the consultancy took the 
approach of learning about their capabilities 
through experimentation which created more 
manageable consequences for the organization. 
‘Learning’ as an explicit act was a valuable step 
that is often missing in business thinking and critical in how you view capabilities. this explicit 
act by the consultancy was a recognition that capabilities was something that you learn about 
in new environments. Management is great with planning for and seeing changes in the market 
place through their strategic planning and scenario planning tools, but not that good at using this 
speculative language about their own system. this ‘what if’ type of thinking that business uses to 
speculate about future possibilities can be applied to reflect on the impact to the organizational 
system. this tension is about balancing our need to create and our need to learn.
Capabilities as an act of Identifying versus an act of Integrating
as discussed in chapter one, in the business 
literature there is significant research and 
attention given to organizational capabilities 
as an enabler of strategy. discussions on 
organizational capabilities are part and parcel 
of a strategic planning’s SWOt analysis 
(strengths, weakness, opportunities and 
threats). this conversation often elicits a list of 
other projects that are needed to support the 
initiative whether these are infrastructures, 
resources or even cultural change programs. in 
other words, how do we build the capabilities 
to deliver on this new idea? i would argue that 
this focus on capabilities suggests that all capabilities are known and that therefore they can be 
planned for. We are however repeatedly shown that there are capabilities we don’t necessarily 
know about, as illustrated in the two case studies above. Both projects came up against their own 
culture, identity, value proposition and existing practices. identifying at a conceptual level that 
we need a different culture, or that resistance is expected, is not enough to circumvent the messy 
space of implementation, we are simply unconsciously, leaving the issues to be handled later. 
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While these tensions triggered further thinking about our approaches to knowledge in general, 
in this instance i particularly want to highlight what this meant to the role that capabilities play 
and how i believe that these limit our ability to have systemic conversations.
Reframing Capabilities and Rethinking Intent
By recognizing the paradox that some capabilities are both knowable and unknowable we can 
acknowledge that a mechanistic approach to working with capabilities is limited. i believe that 
resistance will always occur without reframing our understanding of capabilities and shifting the 
intent of these conversations away from identifying and knowing what you need to do, to, exploring 
and integrating your innovation into an existing system. By engaging in these conversations 
you are actually exploring the system within which your innovation is being embedded. in 
exploring the systemic implications of an organization’s business strategy you are uncovering an 
organization’s capability for ‘being’ and ‘working’ a different way.
By reframing our focus from identifying to integrating, these conversations may be easier to 
have. these conversations can also extend to questions about an organization’s commitment to 
changing what needs to be changed in order to integrate the new idea into an organizations new 
way of working. in having these conversations you are asking the organization to assess itself and 
make choices about what it is changing in the organizational system and importantly to consider 
at what cost this is whether financial, human or to reputation, rather than it being a surprise.
these four tensions ask us to consider, how we create a balance in working with the known and 
unknown. i believe systemic conversations can help us bridge these boundaries.
these reflections led to a deeper consideration of the role assumptions play in how we work, and 
how these can limit our ability to have systemic conversations. the following section explores 
the question of how do we work with and unlock these assumptions so that we can become 
aware of our embedded thinking and hence, begin to see and work a different way. 
Paradigmatic Assumptions
as an embedded researcher reflecting on my previous business practice while working within an 
unfamiliar design context, i couldn’t help but question the nature of both discipline’s practices. 
until this investigation i had never questioned that maybe the inherent assumptions built into 
our practices were the reason why systemic implications not only remained hidden, but systemic 
conversations were deemed inappropriate to have. it took having some critical distance from my 
every day practice and being immersed in a different discipline’s paradigm (through this Phd) to 
see my own paradigm more clearly.  
the terms paradigm, worldview, mental models and mindset are often used interchangeably  
to distinguish and highlight the similarities or differences found in individuals, teams and 
groups. the ideas behind paradigms and mental models have been around since the ancient 
greeks and have been resurrected and popularized by key authors such as thomas Kuhn,  
Michel Foucault, Kenneth craik and Johnson-Laird. however, precise definitions remain elusive 
and different understandings of these concepts exist in different domains (gokturk, n.d, Badke-
Schaub et al, 2007). 
i personally, came across the concepts of paradigm and mental models through my post 
graduate studies. however, while i strongly resonated with these concepts theoretically, i 
struggled to see how i could apply these in my own practice. i found the tools and models 
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developed by authors such as Peter Senge, chris argyris, donald Schon and others (cherry 1999) 
valuable and insightful but difficult to use personally in group settings as these required like 
minded people, with the dedication to practice and master these skills. this Phd research not 
only resurfaced the role that paradigm and mental models can play but challenged and made 
me question what i thought i knew about these. 
i recognize that while the term Paradigm is often used within the business and design literature, 
it is a term that is often considered vague and ethereal in its application. during this research, 
when challenged by my supervisors to explain what i meant by the term paradigm, i found 
myself building a framework with which to not only explain what i understood, but how i used it 
within my own research. 
this framework (diagram 6.1) for me became a way of 
thinking about my own practices and the practices i had 
observed throughout my projects. i used gokturk’s (n.d.) 
essay on the origins and meaning of the word paradigm 
to reflect on its meaning, its influence on our practice and 
to help build this model. in diagram 6.1, on the left hand 
side of the drawing, i have used the literature to reflect my 
understanding of the terms, paradigm, assumptions and 
paradigmatic structures, and their relationship to each other. 
On the right hand side of the diagram i highlight how i used 
these terms in practice. in the drawing i have used grey to 
highlight how i engaged in my practice and the questions that i reflected on and the blue to 
highlight what i learnt and discovered. Below is a brief description of this work.
Paradigm
in gokturk’s (n.d) essay on the origins and meaning of the word paradigm, he traces the 
common translation of the word back to the ancient greeks with its literal translation of the 
word meaning an example or pattern. gokturk states that over time the popularity of the term 
has grown in direct proportion to the watering down of its meaning and that, the meaning of 
the word paradigm took a new turn with the science historian thomas Kuhn’s writings to mean 
‘what we observe the world through’. While thomas Kuhn coined the term Paradigm from a 
scientific context to describe the structure of thought that provides people with the framework 
for understanding and explaining certain aspects of reality, the term has been widely adopted 
in modern language, (colins et al 2002 p 178) that, people speak of “educational paradigms, 
paradigms for city planning, the paradigm shift in medicine and so on” (colins et al 2002 p 178). 
When i started this Phd i used the term Paradigm loosely in my reflections to distinguish my 
experience of working with designers in a design context from that of my own practice within 
Business. For me its exact meaning wasn’t as important as creating an arbitrary boundary 
around the ‘thing’ i wanted to investigate, an arbitrary boundary where relative similarities exist. 
i understood that there were no firm boundaries around what constituted a design or Business 
paradigm. i was aware that the design discipline itself held many different fields of practice 
(communication, interaction, service, design thinking etc) and while there were similarities 
there were also differences in ideology, practices and tools not only between but within these 
specialties. Similarly, while i labeled my own practices as coming from a business paradigm i 
knew i would get into murky waters when trying to define it knowing that people from a service, 
Diagram 6.1: Understanding and 
Unraveling Paradigmatic Structures
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manufacturing, technology, energy, engineering or financial industry have their own unique set 
of beliefs, models, thinking and tools. 
While i was uncomfortable in using the terms design and Business Paradigms initially, these 
terms acted as containers with which to keep me focused on what was i learning about my 
experiences in working with designers and comparing this to what i had brought into the inquiry 
from my own practice. these loosely grouped terms for me were adequate for my needs and 
mirrored what was referred to by Foucault as ‘a model of functioning which can be generalized’ 
(gokturk, n.d p5). hence, i borrowed Foucault’s idea in diagram 6.1 to illustrate what i chose to 
do in practice. 
as i collected my data and reflected throughout these three projects i began to think of the term 
paradigm as influencing our ways of ‘perceiving, valuing, thinking, and doing’. that, paradigms 
hold certain ways of knowing which can impact what we are learning or want to learn. in other 
words, what we already know affects what we see, learn and do. While gokturk (n.d) in his essay 
tries to pin down a definition of paradigm he also puts a challenge out to researchers by saying 
that if paradigms are ‘out there’ in an ontological sense then in an epistemological sense “how 
the paradigm relates to our ability to relate to ‘adequate’ knowledge is an open question that 
needs answering (p9)”. this question is at the core of my interest in the distinction between a 
design and business paradigm, in other words, how does what we know, affect what we consider 
relevant? as a result of undertaking this research, i discovered that in order to understand a 
paradigm’s influence our analysis and focus had to move from thinking about the abstracted 
concept of paradigm, to pulling apart what i term paradigmatic structures. 
Paradigmatic structures- Moving from the Abstract to the Specific
in Project 1 i came across donella Meadows (1999) work in system dynamics. Meadows (1999) 
states that systems, and in this context organizations, are developed from paradigms, that “from 
shared social agreements about the nature of reality, come system goals and information flows, 
feedbacks, stocks, flows and everything else about a system” (Meadows 1999, p18). 
in other words, our Paradigm influences the infrastructure we develop and use to carry out 
our work. Both Meadows (1999) and Senge (2005) highlight that the biggest leverage point for 
transforming a system is in unlocking the mindset or paradigm out of which the system arises. 
that, underpinning a Paradigm are the assumptions built into a systems way of working and 
that, problems arise not because assumptions exist but because people forget the assumptions 
they are making (Schein 1985, Senge 2005, colins et al 2002). 
this reflection on Paradigm stayed at an abstracted level for me until i began to reflect on 
some of my experiences through the project and shared throughout this exegesis. i started to 
think about the structures that define an organization, its purpose, roles, processes, methods 
and tools of practice and started to think of these as Paradigmatic structures. this insight for 
me was about understanding the assumptions built into the tools, methods and structures 
a discipline uses to carry out their work. Kuhn himself in writing about paradigms, refers to 
the accepted examples - such as laws, theory, application and instrumentation - that define a 
given field of practice (gokturk, n.d). For me, shifting the focus from paradigm to paradigmatic 
structures made the analysis accessible and possible. By having access to the tools of design and 
reflecting on the assumptions around their use, i found it easier to see my own paradigm and the 
assumptions behind the tools of business.
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Mental Models
unlike Paradigms, mental models, as a concept has had significant traction in the research 
literature. Kenneth craik in 1943 proposed that the mind creates small scale models of reality 
and that we reason, explain and anticipate events based on those models (Badke-Schaube et al, 
2007). Senge (1998) further highlighted that these mental models can be in the form of simple 
generalizations or complex theories about what exists and that they are powerful in affecting 
what we ‘do’ in part because they affect what we ‘see’. gertner and Steven’s 1983 publication for 
the ergonomic community titled mental models focused on studying the interactions between 
humans and systems, and proposed that people use internal mental models of themselves and 
the artifacts with which they interact (Badke-Schaub et al, 2007). Badke-Schaub et al (2007) 
point out that it was not surprising that a review of the definitions and use of mental models in 
different domains revealed different understandings of the concept of mental models because 
each domain had their own foci. in my own research i am narrowly applying the definition of 
mental models to refer to how we think about the task we are performing using the methods 
and tools of our profession. 
Assumptions 
What also stood out for me in Meadows (1999) and Senge’s (2005) description of Paradigm 
is that the rhetoric had a top down flow to it. in other words from paradigms organizations 
develop their system’s infrastructure and similarly from paradigms disciplines develop their 
own practices (theories, methods, tools, structures). this top down rhetoric is also common in 
the literature around developing a particular organizational culture, building a core competency 
(customer centric, innovative and so forth) and how we imbue an organizations mission and 
values throughout the business. this was a rhetoric, which i bought into in my own master’s 
work. While there is a top down rhetoric about creating new ways of working, i believe that 
in order to unravel the assumptions built into existing practices we need to examine the 
paradigmatic structure we use to do our work. that only by working from the bottom up do we 
unravel what influence a paradigm has. 
in drawing and reflecting on diagram 6.1, i found myself taking a 360 degree trip back to my 
work in project one. in project one i highlighted that the three key challenges for organizations 
were knowledge flow, boundaries and visibility (revealing what is hidden in complex systems). 
in reflecting on the experiences i shared throughout this exegesis on my two practice-based 
projects, i recognized that the tools and processes we used held assumptions about what 
constitutes knowledge, how we define boundaries and how intent drives the choice for what we 
see. this set off a series of reflections about:
Multidisciplinary team work: that we bring in diverse expertise to solve problems or make decisions but 
with this process we bring in diverse and embedded assumptions about knowledge, boundaries and intent. 
If we are unaware of our embedded assumptions and how these differ, how do we then work together well?
Knowledge: There are different perspectives of what constitutes knowledge; do we believe we need to 
explore the system we are working with or do we simply put the experts in the room?, how do we select 
who has this knowledge; how do we make decisions as to the representational breadth of this knowledge; 
how do we extend this reach and so forth.
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Boundaries: in the processes we adopt where have we drawn the boundaries between ideation, design 
and implementation and what are the implications of this?; How do we define the boundaries around a 
problem?; how do we define the boundaries around our roles and the types of conversations that we can 
have?; is it o.k. to challenge a decision another department has made and so forth. 
Intent: what does the tool we use allow us to see and what does it keep hidden? How do we select what is 
important and what can be left out? And, are we aware of these unconscious choices?
While i reflected on these questions, i recognized that providing answers to what constitutes 
knowledge, boundaries and intent was not within the scope of this exegesis, but rather, it was 
important to highlight the kind of questions this exercise raised. i believe that further work and 
research is needed to explore these questions more deeply. importantly, through this inquiry i 
came to believe that in order to create new ways of working we needed to unravel and examine 
the assumptions in our existing practices. Without consciously examining our practices, no new 
models and approaches for enabling systemic conversations could work. 
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CONCLUSION 
New Models and 
Approaches to 
Implementation 
 “The problems that exist in the world today cannot be solved 
by the level of thinking that created them”
(Albert Einstein)
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this research has focused on understanding 
how we can improve the implementation 
of new ideas through enabling what i 
have termed Systemic conversations. as 
highlighted throughout this text this inquiry 
has turned my notion of ideation, design and 
implementation upside down; it has made 
me question practices that i took for granted; 
and made it clear that new models and 
approaches are needed from both the fields 
of business and design. While this inquiry 
has highlighted how complicated this task is, 
it has also highlighted that while it requires 
further work, enabling systemic conversations 
is possible and valuable. in this chapter i want 
to highlight and summarize what i learnt 
from this inquiry, what the implications for business and design are, where there is potential for 
future research and how my own practice has changed through this Phd Journey.
Seeing systemically: Working with Eight Enabling Conditions
in answering the question of how we enable systemic 
conversations, and what is design’s agency in strategy 
implementation, this research inquiry revealed that there 
were three layers to understanding these questions. in each of 
the projects, three themes surfaced. these were about task, 
Skill and Paradigm. in diagram 7.1 i’ve drawn these layers 
as an iceberg where the tip is visible but there are hidden 
elements that support and make this tip (task) viable.  While 
each of the findings chapters (four to six) in the exegesis 
predominantly focused on one of these themes, they each 
contained insights about each of these layers. importantly, this research revealed that each layer 
had its own enabling conditions and that working with all eight conditions were necessary for 
changing the way we see and work systemically. Below i give a brief description of these layers 
and what they revealed.
Task
the first layer, task, is about what we physically can ‘do’ to enable these conversations. in 
chapter three i highlighted the importance of working with three organizational challenges, 
visibility, knowledge flow and boundaries and proposed a way to work with these challenges  
(a model for intervening). in chapter four i discussed what i learnt about applying these 
insights and believe that the model for intervening and the tools i used created leverage for this 
investigation. i also highlighted that enabling was a multifaceted skill which required changes to 
existing business practices and that in order to enable systemic conversations there were indeed 
four enabling conditions; creating visibility of hidden interrelationships; facilitating knowledge 
flow; understanding, defining and crossing boundaries; and creating opportunities for validation 
through dialogue. this last step is important, in surfacing systemic implications, the accuracy, 
Diagram 7.1: Three Layers of 
Understanding and Intervening
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relevance and ramifications of the implications can only be explored through extended dialogue 
with diverse stakeholders. the artifacts i created for the Loupe project and the consultancy’s 
mind maps were designed to park issues being discovered and to act as a launching platform for 
different conversations. While having the artifact does not ensure implications are discussed, 
they do make the dynamics visible. it falls back to project teams to make the decisions they need 
to make with the information they choose to use. Raising these implications allows for a better 
chance of making good decisions or at least recognizing where bad ones went wrong.  however, 
this research revealed that this understanding at the level of task while it can be replicated as a 
series of steps (process model) it can also be undermined by the lower levels of the iceberg.  
Skill
the second layer was around Skill and what we know, how we think and perceive through our 
training and our experience. in chapter four i spoke about feeling hamstrung by my inability 
to draw or visualize the relationships i had uncovered in my analysis of the contextual inquiry 
and that this task required a skill that was unfamiliar to me. in chapter five, i shared my 
observations of how designers tackled the challenges in the implementation project, what i 
learnt about design’s agency in enabling systemic conversations, and how designers reacted to 
and experienced their methods and tools in this implementation environment.  in reflecting 
on both my practice-based project and in particular my reflections and conversations with the 
designers on these projects, i found that there were three enabling conditions at the level of 
skill that could either support or disable the task of enabling systemic conversations. these 
conditions were about recognizing the role that intent plays in how we see and represent 
information. that intent was deeply embedded in the designer’s tools and practices and without 
this awareness, systemic issues remain hidden. the second condition is relevance. in being given 
a brief, an arbitrary boundary is drawn around a task and with this we make decisions about 
what information is relevant. however, what is not relevant for your task can easily undo your 
work if you are not conscious of how other elements of the system will interact with what you 
are designing. Relevance extends beyond the boundary of your defined task. Lastly, in chapter 
five i highlighted the importance of fit and inclination to the environment to which we apply 
our skills. to understand that not all designers are comfortable in this implementation space 
and that not all their tools and methods will look the same in this environment. i believe that 
without being aware of these enabling conditions, we will have false expectations of what we can 
bring into this implementation space and no new models and processes for enabling systemic 
conversations will work.
Paradigm
the third layer is about Paradigm and how assumptions underpin the development of our 
discipline’s tools. in chapter six i shared my reflections around the act of enabling itself and how 
it revealed assumptions around what constitutes knowledge and how we organize ourselves to 
access it; how we identify, define and cross boundaries to allow this knowledge to flow; and how 
intent influences what we see, what we choose to make visible and hence consider important. 
this Paradigm level reveals what we believe and value about our profession and why it was 
developed in the first place. this level for me introduces the enabling condition of Validity. in 
other words, without believing that enabling systemic conversations is a valid inquiry, we will not 
value these types of conversations. at this level of the iceberg the inability to reflect on our tools 
and methods ensures that systemic conversations remain a concept that is not valid or needed. 
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this model is a useful tool to think about the practices i observed and the implications 
specifically for the fields of business and design.
Implications for Practice
Implications for Business
this research asks management to think deeply about the tools and processes it uses to work 
with complex, interconnected organizational systems. this call, is not new, there are many 
authors who have spoken about the inappropriateness of applying mechanistic models from 
the industrial command and control paradigm to our increasing complex and interconnected 
world (Seely Brown & duguid 2000, Snowden & Stanbridge 2004, Rittel & Webber 1973). Put 
simply we need more emergent approaches to the way we do business.  Liedtka & Ogilvie (2011), 
highlight that the recent interest in design is because business is looking for a new tool kit and 
is at the end of the runway on maximizing productivity and re-engineering process. Stewart 
(2011) highlights that there is a growing need for know-how in dealing with wicked problems 
and radical change and that design is seen as concerned with adaptation, complex problems and 
change and that this has fuelled the interest from diverse disciplines.   
in coining the term wicked problems Rittel & Webber (1973) highlighted that one of the 
intractable problems of working with social and political contexts is in identifying the actions 
that might close the gap between what is and what ought to be. in this investigation i made 
the hypothesis that in order to close this gap and to effectively work with this complexity, 
organizations needed to not just think systemically (as again often highlighted in the literature) 
but to apply this to the practical and hands on task of strategy and its implementation.  
Specifically through surfacing and enabling systemic conversations where the implications and 
ramification of new ideas are explored. By turning to the field of design for insights, i found that 
not only did design have agency in this space, as highlighted throughout this exegesis, but that 
our current way of balancing emergence with control is inappropriate. My exploration of design 
practice through this investigation, surfaced the possibilities for emergence within our processes 
of ideation, design and implementation. Mintzberg et al (1998) highlight that no strategy is purely 
deliberate or purely emergent, one means no learning, the other means no control and all real-
world strategies need to mix these in some way to exercise control while fostering learning. i 
believe this research is a step to developing ways in which this could be done.
in summary, this investigation revealed the following insights that i believe are of value for 
business and have implications for new models of working. 
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Recognize the Tensions in our Practice 
in chapter six this investigation highlighted the paradox in our practice that knowledge is both 
known (knowable) and unknown (unknowable). this paradox creates tensions in our practice 
between; doing and thinking; working with the big picture or details; planning or allowing 
for emergence; and executing or experimenting.  importantly, our approach to knowledge is 
inconsistent. this research asks us to be aware of these tensions and how we manage them and 
to question the tools and processes we use to work with this challenge.  
as Mintzberg et al (1998) outline in their discussion of the 10 schools of strategic thought, that, 
while strategic management has for the most part slotted neatly into these ten categories and 
made the job of writers, researchers, managers and consultants easier, it hasn’t been the best 
thing for  practice. that by understanding the different perspectives we can see the nuances and 
the sophistication needed in strategic management. as such, Mintzberg et al (1998) highlight the 
tensions that exist in our practice of strategizing and how each of the different schools took a 
different stance across these tensions. they do however suggest that we need to go beyond the 
narrowness of each school and see how every strategy process has to combine various aspects 
of the different schools, so that it can be relevant to how strategy lives and can impact practice. 
that we had to acknowledge that in planning:
“We need to be more comprehensive – to concern ourselves with process and content, statics and 
dynamics, constraint and inspiration, the cognitive and the collective, the planned and the learned, the 
economic and the political.”(p373)
this analysis of the different schools of thought reveals the ideological stance we can take 
in practice whether consciously or unconsciously, when we embrace models and tools to use 
without examining them closely. this research investigation asks managers to be aware of their 
ideological stance and to recognize that many of their processes and tools are actually decisions 
they have made about; what they consider valuable and hence make visible; what constitutes 
knowledge and how they organize themselves to access it and work with it; and how they define 
the boundaries of their action. these decisions and ideological stances do not necessarily help a 
project team to work effectively with the tensions in our practice. 
Making Dialogue Explicit 
Rittel & Webber (1973) talk about how we are sensitized to the repercussions generated by 
problem solving actions and that we are no longer surprised that we create problems down 
the track. i believe this sensitization that the authors speak about has led to the embedded 
assumptions in the tools and processes of both design and business. in the business and design 
literature there is a distinct lack of explicit dialogue about working with the ramifications and 
consequences of new ideas. there is an implicit understanding that the tools of design and 
business (for discovery or analysis) will uncover or take care of this long recognized dynamic 
or that ramifications can only be explored once they surface in implementation and it’s the 
project managers job to deal with these as they arise, a comment, which i also heard from both 
the project managers in my research projects. in chapter one i highlighted that there is a gap in 
current business approaches that ensure systemic conversations fall between the gaps of the 
conversations we need to have. through this research this gap has become evident by examining 
the intent and assumptions behind both the tools of business and design and how these tools 
keep systemic implications hidden. We need tools that make this dialogue explicit. 
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Looking inward with more rigor
this research calls for a deeper appreciation for understanding our own internal capabilities 
with the rigor we apply to the external environment. this research has shown how powerful it is 
to capture the stories around people’s existing practice and how implications and ramifications 
for new ideas are revealed. as highlighted in chapter four enabling was a multifaceted skill that 
not only required diverse capabilities but required people with these diverse skills to think and 
do things differently from their existing practice. these different practices support the enabling 
of systemic conversations. this research importantly revealed that design’s practices and tools 
provided the rigor necessary to look inwards to explore the meaning and implications of new 
ideas for a business.
Oscillations reveal Implications
this investigation revealed that implications cannot be found in a linear sequential model of 
questions and answer, but rather oscillates in dialogues around practice. i believe we need to 
re-look at our planning processes and make room for this oscillation between the vision for 
the new idea and the day to day realities of existing practice (Senge 2005). importantly to have 
these conversations before resources are allocated to building and implementing new ideas.  
here design’s attitude of experimentation using visual models and prototypes and the way they 
embrace constraints in the dialogue with their solution, resonate with this challenge and can 
provide insights we can use. 
Design as an Enabler of Conversations
Further this investigation illustrated that we need a more conscious understanding of the tools 
we apply in our work which either make dynamics in organizations visible or keep them hidden.  
there is a growing body of research across different disciplines (carlile 2002, Lengler & eppler 
2007, Whyte et al 2007,) around the role that visualizations and artifacts play in mediating 
conversations across stakeholder groups. that management has a low awareness of the role and 
potential of artifacts for knowledge transfer and sense-making. Whyte et al (2007) highlight the 
power of deliberately using objects or symbolic artifacts in strategizing and planning activities 
and how these artifacts reveal that what we make visible is what we value; thereby highlighting, 
that business has perfected the use of technical objects to manage cost, time and resources. i 
believe as a discipline, business needs to think more deeply about and develop tools that Whyte 
et al (2007) refer to as epistemic (knowledge) and boundary objects (mediating across diverse 
stakeholders).  this research investigation has shown the potential of using artifacts to mediate 
systemic conversations.
Strategy as Crafting
Whittington et al (2006) points to the little recognized importance of what they call hands-on 
practical crafting skills in getting strategizing done (including implementation). the authors 
advocate that there is a need for a greater recognition of these kinds of craft skills in strategy, 
alongside traditional analytical skills. this research investigation asks us to be conscious of what 
we have and what we need to effectively craft and implement strategy. however this analysis 
starts by realistically examining the intent and assumptions behind our existing tools rather 
than blindly applying them outside the context of what they were originally designed for.
CONCLUSION
Implications for Design
through this investigation, the value of design and its agency in implementation has been clear. 
i drew Figure 7.1 to capture my thinking during my post literature review and to compare what i 
believe design’s agency is with what has already been written in the literature. What i considered 
as valuable about design is not new. there are many authors in business, design and in other 
disciplinary fields who have embraced the value and need for design thinking, its methods and 
tools (Stewart 2011).  
While there is consensus on design’s agency, this research highlighted that when we take 
these methods and tools into a new context, beyond ideation, we need to consider more deeply 
how these tools take shape. this research highlighted the incorrect assumptions that where 
design could go, so could all designers and that design would look the same in this space. 
While the process of ideation is fairly consistent, i.e. understand your market/problem; identify 
unmet opportunities; design your product/process/strategy; and test it and take to market; 
implementation comes in many forms and configurations. implementation projects can be 
initiated at an operational level, business unit level, or corporate level. Project Management is a 
widespread practice in business, covering activities such as research and development, product 
launches, it projects, strategy and organizational change (Whittington et al 2006). Some projects 
are simple and require well understood adjustments and others are complex and stretch the 
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boundaries, try something different and have high degrees of uncertainty (duck 2012). this 
lack of uniformity in implementation contexts and their various particularities requires us to 
think more deeply about what we bring into this space. as highlighted in chapter one, the call 
for best process rather than best practice (Miller et al 2010) was in recognition of these diverse 
and multiple forms of implementation contexts. in this research inquiry, what came through 
for me in this implementation space, was that the cognitive skills of designers came into play 
more strongly than the crafting skills. that is not to say that crafting skills do not have a role 
in implementation, rather, that the environment and the shock of the new context saw the 
crafting skills fall by the wayside and that designer’s cognitive skills stepped up to the challenge 
of this environment. as highlighted by the designers in the consultancy, once you have a deeper 
understanding of the role of the artifacts used within these projects and you come to understand 
the environment better, then you can design interventions and artifacts that will assist in this 
environment.
So how is design practice shaped by this implementation context and what can we learn from 
it?  Below i summarize the insights from this research and which require consideration of new 
models and tools for ideation, design and implementation.
Innovations are embedded within Existing Organizational Systems
embedded in implementation is the reality that the organizational system is responsible for 
delivering the strategy and therefore a deeper awareness of the dynamics of how the system 
works is needed. as highlighted in chapter one there is significant research and insights from 
the diffusion and change management literature that reveal why innovations are not embraced.  
these reasons have nothing to do with the quality of the idea itself. this literature highlights 
the various organizational dynamics that can undermine new ideas and provides a multitude of 
methods and tools to work with these dynamics. however these tools are insufficient because 
business take a ‘do to’ approach in applying these tools and could benefit from a design attitude 
applied to ‘learning about’ the system, an attitude, which is already embedded, within design’s 
existing toolkit. designers need a stronger awareness of the role these organizational dynamics 
play in the successful implementation of innovations. there is a need to shift the focus of their 
observations to include both opportunities and implications. i believe this research clearly 
highlighted how embedded organizational practices and systems come into play and can undo 
good ideas/innovations.
Dialogue extends beyond the innovation
Recognizing that dialogue is a continual process within the implementation of new ideas and 
only truly begins once the strategy/innovation is conceptualized. Business will need new models 
of practice to engage in these conversations and design offers this leverage in their existing 
methods and tools. they do however need to consider new processes and their roles in this.  
the designer becomes the facilitator and not the expert in the dialogue.  
Design is reconfigured in this space
We know through this research that not all designers could work in this implementation space; 
that designed artifacts do not necessarily look the same in this space; and that even business 
diagrams serve a particular purpose if we look, enquire and understand more deeply. this will 
require a certain type of designer, flexible to adjust to what he encounters, resilient and open to 
enquiring and working through the issues presented by a paradigm different to design.     
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Deep awareness of the role of intent  
this research asks designers to consider the intent behind the use of their tools and whether it 
fits this new context.  What does the tool make visible and, what does it keep hidden? (ewenstein 
& White 2007, White et al 2007) are critical question for design.  
Recognizing and surfacing Boundary Demarcations 
general systems theory highlights that we are sub-systems within systems and supra-systems, 
therefore by keeping this in mind, design teams can ask themselves what part of the system/
or problem have we been given access to? how does our work feed into and from other areas?  
examination and consideration of constraints should extend outside the arbitrary boundary 
around the innovation that has been allocated by the client, to the organizational system and its 
practices that the innovation will be embedded within. Both my practice-based projects revealed 
that the boundary of their role was tightly controlled by the client. this research revealed that 
designers need to question how and why the boundary on a task has been drawn and to pull the 
client into the dialogue to reveal the embedded assumptions that have defined this boundary 
and limit the exploration of systemic implications.  
Cross Disciplinary Knowledge 
engaging in new contexts requires the integration of new disciplinary knowledge not only for 
new models and approaches to be developed (Kolko 2011, Sangiorgio 2010), but to begin to 
understand the paradigmatic assumptions embedded in other discipline’s approaches before 
we begin to dismiss them or redesign them. that as Stewart (2011) highlights there is room 
for closer conversations between researchers of design and representatives of other fields in 
developing the concept of design thinking further.
Mintzberg et al (1998) remind us, it is time for us to design new approaches that recognize and 
embrace the different lenses and perspectives we have on the process of ideation, design and 
implementation. that, in addition to probing its parts, we must give more attention to the whole 
beast of strategy formation (p.373). i believe this research has given us a fruitful place to start 
developing these new models of practice by extending our awareness of each others (design 
and business) perspective and to embrace the tensions in our practice that new complex and 
interconnected systems require of us.
“strategic formation is a complex space... strategy formation is judgmental designing, intuitive  
visioning, and emergent learning; it is about transformation as well as perpetuation; it must  
involve individual cognition and social interaction; cooperation as well as conflict; it has to include 
analyzing before and programming after as well as negotiating during; and all of this must be in 
response to what can be a demanding environment. Just try to leave any of this out and watch what 
happens”. (.p372-373)    
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Recognizing the complexity in what i considered a simple question ‘how do you enable systemic 
conversations’ opens up opportunities for further research around this question. i believe that 
in asking people to see systemically, we are asking people to change their frames of reference 
and with it comes the complications and nuances that were highlighted in this research. i also 
believe that the implications for changing the way we see and work differently are mirrored in 
the challenge facing design thinking advocates in business. i briefly share this thinking below.
Future Research Directions 
Implications for further research on Systemic Conversations
through this research i discovered that the nature of a systemic inquiry is that the inquiry 
process itself is exploratory and that relational elements will reveal themselves in a non linear 
fashion. no amount of pre-thinking could have arbitrarily put some boundaries around this 
topic. instead the value of this practice based methodology and phenomenological study, was 
that i was open to finding what fell out of this inquiry even though it terrified me that nothing 
would. in standing back now i believe that there are valuable insights that require a deeper and 
more focused investigation. in particular i am interested in: 
•	 Understanding	more	deeply	the	concepts	that	came	up	in	my	research	about	the	differences	
in business and design, particularly around the role of intent in what we see; the role of 
values in different environments, irrespective of skill; and a deeper understanding of the type 
of dialogue that is initiated through different artifacts that are currently produced in projects. 
these are all elements i wished i had recognized in foresight and explored during this 
research and which held nuances to this learning about systemic conversations and design’s 
agency in this task.
•	 Exploring	further	the	concept	of	knowledge	flow	between	multidisciplinary	teams,	what	
mediates it, what stifles it and what dynamics and assumptions exist. in particular i would 
like to resurrect my original project using david Snowden’s narrative techniques and Sense-
maker software.
•	 Chapter	five	has	been	written	from	the	perspective	of	design	entering	an	existing	(business)	
paradigm.  this creates opportunities to explore and think about how we could rewrite that 
paradigm.  how do we explore new models of ideation-design-implementation that will allow 
us to work with both the planned and emergent elements that arise in complex projects and 
the oscillation that is needed between the development of a new idea and its’ implementation.  
this opens up opportunities for new experiments.
CONCLUSION
Implications for Management and Design Education
this research raised significant implications for management practices. at its core it is asking 
management to re-think and re-examine the foundation of the models they work with. But as 
my own experience has shown, helping business change the way it thinks cannot be done solely 
by rhetoric. enabling Systemic conversations requires a hybrid approach, with business and 
design thinkers working together and thinking differently. this has implications for how we not 
only transfer systemic thinking to graduates but design thinking to business. it requires us to 
explore and examine:
•	 New	tools	and	models	with	which	practitioners	can	see	and	question	the	assumptions	in	their	
own practice. 
•	 Creative	models	for	teaching	that	overcome	what	Stapley	(1996)	refers	to	as	the	limits	of	
our perception. new models that experientially, introduce the world of business and design 
to each other; models which deeply consider what complementary skills are needed to 
understand each others world, and to facilitate new thinking; educational models which 
develop a deep respect of each others expertise so that collaboratively working together 
produces new ways of working and thinking. 
•	 Instead	of	using	language	to	show	the	distinction	between	design	and	business	we	need	to	
develop a language that highlights the synergies and balance inherent in the different ways 
of thinking that both disciplines can use. a call that Boland and callopy (2004) made in their 
own exploration of business in design.
A Researcher’s Journey 
When i started this investigation i imagined that this research would create a set of tools and 
techniques that i could apply back in my own business practice. at the end of this inquiry i 
recognized that while my own practice has shifted, what i learnt cannot be easily transferred by 
one person, but rather a team of professionals from both the world of design and business. that, 
in fact, the leverage in enabling systemic conversations sits much easier with existing design 
teams as part of their service delivery to clients, if only they could see its value.
i intend to show through the presentation component of this examination, my journey as a 
practitioner, how my own practices have changed and how this learning occurred in a non linear, 
relational manner that can not been shown in a sequential narrative that an exegesis requires.
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the challenge of effectively implementing strategies and 
working with complex interrelationships has been on 
the agenda of researchers and practitioners for decades. 
this valuable work and the knowledge it has created has 
bombarded management with a variety of theories, methods 
and tools with varying results. as a practitioner the biggest 
challenge has been in navigating the information overload, 
making sense of and deciding between competing and often 
conflicting philosophies, methods and tools. alternatively the 
often poor execution of this research has seen many of these 
models and processes delegated to the category of a management fad (Seely Brown and duguid 
2000, abrahamson 1996, Wartenberg 1996). Management Fads are described by abrahamson 
(1996) as “transitory collective beliefs that certain management techniques are at the forefront 
of management progress” (p 254). these models become fads because people continually 
look for the new magic solution to managing organizations (Stapley 1996). i drew diagram 
1.2 to synthesize my thinking across this literature and to reflect on why i believe systemic 
implications fall through the gaps of these approaches. this diagram depicts four levels within 
organizations that business research is aimed at, what we know about this body of research and 
why i believe systemic conversations fall through the gaps of these approaches.
in the first two levels of the pyramid, culture and leadership are the most abstracted from 
practice and hence the furthest away from working with systemic implications. in order for 
organizations to be effective we are told to attend to the type of culture it has. Over the years in 
the literature we have been told the benefits of being; customer centric, value driven; innovative; 
design driven; an organization that learns and so forth. Similarly, leaders should be; principle 
centric, centered; transformational; strategic; design driven and collaborative to name a few. 
these guiding ideas are translated into new behaviors through building structures, processes and 
measurement systems. While many organizations have these guiding ideas we also know that 
very few implement these well or make much difference to how businesses run their day to day 
operations (Wright, 2002). 
at the management level we develop specialized departments to manage key capabilities 
and processes. Specifically, the field of strategic management since its inception in the mid 
1950’s, has evolved along with the turbulent economic, technological and social changes in 
the last decades. it evolved progressively from a budgeting exercise in the 60’s through to a 
strategic planning phase in the 1970s and a strategic management phase in the 1980’s (Bonn 
& christodoulou, 1996). this field of literature has contributed to how organizations can 
research the market and their own capabilities; set an organization’s guiding ideas (vision, 
mission, values); select and deliver strategies through various models of strategic planning, 
project management, risk management and change management. importantly, over the 
subsequent decades as challenges and changes became more complicated and new insights 
emerged, organizations responded by creating specialist departments to manage and focus the 
organizations attention on areas such as innovation management, knowledge management, 
organizational learning and much more. in recent years the focus and importance of design as a 
competitive advantage has seen the development of design management as a specialist field and 
focus for management’s attention. 
Diagram 1.2:  
Reflections on what you know
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this building of new structures to deliver capabilities, works on the assumption that we do 
this effectively. With the introduction of new layers and specialty functions, the need increases 
for better coordination and understanding and design of the interrelationships. this increases 
complexity and makes coordinating roles, decisions and tasks even more critical. Research 
however, shows that we often fail at effectively coordinating and defining the boundaries 
and relationships around these new structures. nielson et al (2008) attributes the reason for 
bad execution of organizational strategies to the failure of four fundamental building blocks; 
clarifying decision rights (who makes decisions); designing the appropriate flow of knowledge 
(who should get what information), aligning motivators and making changes to structures. 
Research also shows that there are many obstacles impeding the effectiveness of cross 
functional teams (Kim et al 2008,) that expertise, while it’s widely valued also carries limitations 
(dane 2010,). 
at the level of process we have developed theories, methods and tools that support the specific 
management functions. Since Kurt Lewin’s early work in the 50’s the processes of planned 
change have been well researched as has the impact of psychology and cognition on change 
efforts (Stapley 1996); the types of change episodic or continuous (Balogun et al 2004), and the 
vagaries of managing them. We have been given guidance on how to; plan (Beckhard, 1975) 
manage transitions (Bridges, 2003); managing change (Kotter, 1998); methods of participation 
(cooperider et al 2005) and how to have effective dialogue (ellinor and gerard, 1998). diffusion 
research since the early 1920’s has had a long history in identifying the numerous factors 
that facilitate or hinder technology adoption and implementation by both individuals and 
organizations as a whole. Fichman (1992) in his review of this literature highlights that 
organizational adoption is further complicated by the fact that individuals rarely have complete 
autonomy regarding the adoption and use of work place innovation. he highlights that factors 
such as managerial influences, adopter interdependencies, complex interactions between vested 
stakeholders, knowledge burden and the relationship between the information technology 
development group and its client organization will impact on successful adoption and 
implementation of technology. edmonson’s (2003) research suggests that knowledge type (tacit 
or codified) is also a crucial factor in new technology performance and implementation success, 
that an organization’s ability to learn as well as see demonstrated improvements will determine 
whether the technology is adopted or abandoned. in addition organizational routines reinforce 
the status quo and provide a source of resistance (edmonson 2001). added to these traditional 
theories of management and business are the specialty disciplines such as systems thinking, 
complexity theory, chaos theory, design theory and more which offer their own unique insights 
into how to effectively ideate and implement new ideas.
this valuable body of work provides us with many insights about the factors that contribute to 
successful and unsuccessful strategy. But this work is fragmented and hard to integrate. this 
difficulty makes us cling to best practice approaches that have helped other organizations yet 
we also know that best practice approaches don’t easily transfer from one location to another 
(Klein &Roth 1996, Seely Brown & duguid, 1996). importantly, we also forget that the best 
practice approaches are designed to work with key variables (contexts) which in actual fact may 
not always be present in our organization, yet we comfortably apply these models anyway and 
wonder why these approaches do not meet our needs (Snowden, 2003, Kurtz and Snowden, 2003). 
hence we create a cycle of management fads that are embraced and discarded.
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Reframing the Literature to Reframe the Problem: Enabling Systemic Conversations 
in reflecting on this literature i came to the realization that these approaches don’t help us 
surface systemic implications for three reasons.
Firstly, there is an inherent assumption within these approaches that implications in decision 
making are a by product of knowledgeable practitioners, good conversations and effective 
team selection and processes. While implications are often highlighted as a consequence of 
ineffective planning or the nature of complexity, there is not a model that i have found to date, 
that explicitly identifies understanding implications as a critical step in planning and managing 
change. this explicit statement is often missing from models of strategic planning and change 
from early work by Beckhart (1975), Beer et al (1990) and Kotter (eds. hBR 1998) to recent rhetoric 
in the business literature (Bradley, hirt & Smit 2011, urbany & davis 2011) which highlights the 
10 important steps to strategy.
Secondly, i believe our current approach to working with capabilities does not allow us to identify 
systemic implications. Our approach to building new capabilities through developing new 
structures and processes does not solve the inherent challenge of how do we coordinate and 
manage these critical multidisciplinary conversations when diverse stakeholders come together 
to make decisions. additionally, our approach to discussing capabilities in planning sessions 
keep the conversations at the abstract level and focuses on what is missing or what we need 
to build rather than what does the innovation mean to the current way we work and what are 
the implications that fall outside of this. Lastly, the practice of using measurement tools (often 
by consultants) to assess an organization’s capabilities around predefined characteristics that 
purport to identify the qualities and capabilities of an organization, are usually arbitrary and 
abstracted from how work is really done in specific organizations. 
thirdly, and importantly i believe we need to give better attention and develop better tools 
and methods for exploring our internal environment as diligently as we explore the external 
landscape in order to ideate and innovate. Stapely (1996) highlights that we underestimate the 
impact of what a new strategy can do to an organization’s sense of identity. that the nature of 
strategy, is to question the very existence of the organization. that we often do not recognize 
that a new strategy will involve changes to existing ways of working which can also create 
losses that trigger powerful individual and collective reaction. therefore, i believe that change 
and innovation requires us to ‘learn about’ our internal environment and not necessarily ‘to do’ 
something to it. i believe we need to reframe the focus for implementation teams away from 
‘managing change’ to ‘enabling change’ through having the right conversations. 
communication scholars and practitioners alike have highlighted that people are at the heart of 
change management and that communication is at the heart of people and when we really come 
to terms with what an organization is, we find that much of it is communication (cheney 2004, 
Barret 2002). Barrett el al (1995) highlights that discourse is the core of the change process, that 
it is here that we form bonds, we create, transform and maintain patterns and we re-reinforce 
or challenge beliefs. Karl Weick and Robert Quinn (1999) refer to the role of the change agent 
as one of managing language, dialogue and identity. that to direct change, is to be sensitive to 
discourse, to share a set of meanings and a common thinking process. that change agents need 
to explain upheavals, where they are heading, what they will have produced by way of a redesign 
and how further intentional changes can be made at the margin. this second part is important, 
the redesign and further changes at the margin do not refer to your new idea, they refer to 
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everything else that will change around the new idea to accommodate it whether this is roles, 
relationships, reward systems, identity etc that these peripheral issues to your project brief, is 
what people may value and why they will resist or undermine any new ideas. 
We know that Organizations by their nature are complex systems made up of complex 
interdependencies and interactions both between vested stakeholders and between existing 
organizational infrastructures. these systemic relationships, their dynamics and the 
implications to existing or new ways of working through innovation, are not always visible.  
this is why i believe the leverage in complex systems is in ‘enabling systemic conversations’ and 
making these dynamics visible for dialogue. this research is about understanding how to have 
these conversations.
APPENDIX 2 APPENDIX 2
162 163
163
164
165
166
5.
167
168
169
170
171
172
173
174
175
176
177
178
179
180
181
182
183
184
185
186
187
188
189
168
<< RETURN TO TEXT
169
<< RETURN TO TEXT << RETURN TO TEXT
?
??
???
??
???
?
??
??
??
?
??
??
??
??
??
?
??
???
??
??
?
??
??
??
?
?
??
??
??
?
???
??
??
??
??
??
??
??
??
??
??
??
??
??
??
??
??
??
??
??
??
?
??
??
???
??
???
?
??
??
??
??
??
???
??
??
?
???
??
?
?
???
?
??
??
??
??
??
??
?
??
??
??
?
??
??
?
??
??
??
??
??
??
??
???
?
?
??
??
??
?
??
??
??
?
?
??
??
??
??
?
??
??
?
??
?
??
??
??
?
?
??
??
??
?
?
???
??
??
??
???
?
??
??
??
??
??
??
??
??
??
??
??
??
??
??
??
??
??
?
?
??
??
??
?
??
??
??
??
?
??
??
??
??
??
??
??
?
??
??
??
??
???
??
??
??
??
??
??
??
?
??
??
??
??
???
?
?
???
?
??
??
??
?
??
??
??
??
?
?
??
???
??
??
??
??
??
??
??
?
??
?
?
??
??
??
??
??
??
??
??
??
???
?
??
??
??
??
??
??
??
??
??
??
??
??
??
??
??
??
??
??
??
??
??
??
??
??
??
?
??
???
??
??
??
??
??
??
???
??
??
?
?
??
??
??
??
??
??
?
?
??
??
?
?
??
??
??
?
?
??
??
??
??
??
??
???
??
??
?
?
??
??
??
??
??
?
?
??
??
??
??
?
??
??
???
??
?
??
??
??
??
??
???
?
?
??
??
??
?
?
??
??
??
??
??
??
???
??
??
?
??
??
??
??
??
??
???
?
??
??
??
?
??
??
??
?
??
??
??
??
?
??
???
?
?
??
???
?
?
??
???
?
?
??
???
?
?
??
???
?
?
??
???
?
?
??
???
?
?
??
???
?
?
???
??
??
??
?
??
??
??
??
??
??
??
??
??
??
??
???
??
??
??
?
?
??
??
??
??
??
?
?
??
??
??
??
??
??
??
??
??
??
??
??
??
???
??
??
?
?
??
??
?
??
??
??
??
??
??
??
??
??
??
??
??
???????? ?????
?
??
??
??
??
?
??
??
??
??
??
??
???
??
??
??
??
??
??
??
??
?
??
??
?
??
??
??
?
??
??
?
??
??
??
??
?
??
?
?
???
??
??
??
??
??
???
??
???????????
?
??
??
??
??
??
?
??
??
?
??
??
??
??
??
?
??
?
??
??
?
??
??
??
??
??
??
??
??
?
?
??
??
??
?
??
??
?
??
??
??
??
??
??
??
??
???
?
??
??
?
170
<< RETURN TO TEXT
??
?
??
?
???
???
??
?????????? ?? ????? ????????????
?
??
??
??
?
??
??
??
??
?
??
??
??
??
??
???
?
???
??
???
??
?????????????????
?
???????
?
?????
??
????????
????????????????????????????
??????
?????????
??????????????
????????? ??????
?
??
?
?????
???
?
?????????
?
?????????
????????
?????????
??? ?????? ??? ??????????
????????? ???????? ?????????
?
??
??
??
??
??
??
??
??
?
??
??
? ?
??
??
??
?
171
<< RETURN TO TEXT << RETURN TO TEXT
172
Case Study Memos
reflection on Practice
<< RETURN TO TEXT
173
<< RETURN TO TEXT << RETURN TO TEXT
174
<< RETURN TO TEXT
175
 
<< RETURN TO TEXT << RETURN TO TEXT
176
<< RETURN TO TEXT
177
???????
??????????
????????? ???????
????????? ?
?
??
?
??
??
?
??
??
?
??
??
??
??
?
?
??
??
?
?
??
??
??
?
?????? ??????????? ? ?????? ????????
????????
??????????
???????
??????? ??? ?????????
???????? ? ?????????????
??????? ????????
??????? ?????????? ???? ?????
?? ????????? ??????????????
??????? ? ??????????? ??????
???????? ? ??????????? ???
????????
??????? ?????????
??????? ?????????
??????? ????????????? ??????????
??? ????????? ???? ?? ??????? ??
??? ??????? ????? ???? ??????
???????? ????????? ??????? ? ?????
????????? ??????????
??????????? ???????
?? ?????????? ??? ???????? ??
??????? ???????????? ??
????????? ???????
????????????
???????? ???????
?????????
??????????????? ?????????
?? ?????????? ???? ?????
??????? ????????? ???? ??? ?
????????? ??? ????????
???????? ??????????
?????????????? ?????????
?????? ? ?????????
?? ??????? ?????????????
????????? ???? ?????? ???
??????? ??? ???????????
?????????? ?? ??? ??????
????? ????????? ?????? ?? ??
????????? ?? ??? ????????????
??????? ??? ??????? ??????
???? ?????????
?????? ? ?????????
???? ?????? ?? ??? ?????????
???? ????????? ?????????
?????? ??? ???? ?? ????
??????? ?????????? ???
??????? ???? ?????
?????? ????
?? ????????
<< RETURN TO TEXT << RETURN TO TEXT
?? ??? ??
?? ??? ??
???????
??
?? ??? ??
???????
??
???????
??
??????? ??
??????? ??
??? ??
??????? ???? ??????
??????? ????????
??????????? ?
?????????????
??????? ?????
??????? ???? ??????????
????? ?? ???????? ???? ??????? ??????
?????? ????
????????
??????????? ?
????????????? ??????? ????? ???????????
?????? ????
????????????? ????????
????????? ??????????
??????? ???????? ????? ?????
??????
??????????
???????
??????? ???? ??????
?????? ??????
??????? ?????
??????? ????
????????
???????? ?????
???????????
?????? ????
?????? ?????
?????????????
?????? ????
???????? ????????
?????? ???????? ???????? ???????? ???? ??????? ?????
?????????
???????? ?????
???????????
?????? ???????? ??????????
????
?????????
????????
????????
?
????????
?????
??
?
???????
??
?
????????
?
??????
?????? ??? ???? ?????????? ?
???? ???? ???????? ???????
????????????
?????????????
???????????? ????????
??? ???????
???????????
?????? ????
???????? ???? ???????
???????? ?????????
???????? ??????? ??????????????????
??? ??
?????? ????
??? ???? ?????????? ?????????????
??????
??????????
???????
????????
??????? ?????
???? ??????? ???????????? ????
????????
???????? ?????
???????????
?????????
???????? ?????
???????????
??????
??? ???? ????????
??????? ??????????
?????? ????????
????????? ?
????????????? ?? ???????
????????? ?
????????????? ?? ???????
????? ???? ????????
178
<< RETURN TO TEXT
179
Diagram 3.4:
ConsultanCy timeline aCtivities
<< RETURN TO TEXT << RETURN TO TEXT
<< RETURN TO TEXT
Schedule of Work 
 
 Daily weekly fortnightly monthly Quarterly Bi-annually Yearly Adhoc 
Talk to clients either over the phone 
or face to face meetings 
Monitoring of team 
production, work in progress 
& cash collection via 
Teamstats and etime 
Co chair team meeting Business Development: 
Attend monthly 
professional services 
‘patch’ meeting 
Attend ‘Directions’ 
Function for Directors 
throughout Company in 
Melbourne 
Performance Review for 
councelling team and 
myself 
 Quote on client engagement 
Endeavor to perform over 4.5 hours 
of chargeable work 
Work on at least one 
business development 
opportunity 
Attend Partner/Director 
meeting 
Attend monthly tax 
training 
Hold a counseling team 
function 
Recruitment of cadets, 
vacationers and graduates 
 Put together New client 
Proposals? 
Lodge timesheets Holding internal meeting 
with staff from another 
division 
Business Development: 
Attend G2 middle market 
meeting with Craig 
 Attend Company’s 
Growth Solutions 
Summit 
Facilitating of training for 
vacationers and graduates 
 Input Business Development 
Ideas into SMARTNET 
Review of Financial Statements 
and Tax Returns 
 Monitoring tax lodgement 
list 
  Set fee targets and plan for 
my client on the strategic 
client program in 
COGNOS 
  
D
ir
e
c
to
r 
     Attend the ‘State of the 
Nation’ address by GM 
  
Talk to clients (generally by phone or 
email) 
Monitor performance 
metrics of team via web 
reports 
Co Chair team meeting Attend monthly team 
leaders meeting 
Attend quarterly team 
function 
Performance Review for 
councelling team and 
myself 
 Attend Recruitment events, 
such as group interviews for 
cadets, vacationers and 
graduates 
Endeavor to perform over 6 hours of 
chargeable work (generally 
reviewing work) 
Follow up overdue debtors 
by phone or email 
 Attend monthly tax 
training 
Attend Company Growth 
solutions summit 
Facilitating of training for 
vacationers and 
graduates 
 Attend FLAG meetings 
Lodge timesheets       Input Business Development 
Ideas into SMARTNET 
M
a
n
a
ge
r 
       Client Site visit to collect 
documentation for 
engagement 
Talk to clients either over the phone 
or face to face meetings 
 Attend team meeting Attend monthly tax 
training 
 Facilitating of training for 
vacationers and 
graduates 
 Respond to Client Queries 
Endeavor to perform over 6 hours of 
chargeable work. 
  Analyse WIPs and 
propose bills to partners 
   Manage Queries list 
Lodge timesheet   Attend time-sheet drinks    Input Business Development 
Ideas into SMARTNET 
Preparation of Financial Reports 
such as balance sheet & p/l & 
taxes (ideally analyst does this) 
      Debtor follow up 
Review of Financial Statements 
and Tax Returns 
      Financial Modelling 
       Secondment to client site 
Se
n
io
r 
A
n
a
ly
st
 
       Client Site visit to collect 
documentation for 
engagement 
Lodge timesheet Preparation of weekly team 
reporting (Teamstats) 
Attend team Meeting Attend monthly tax 
training 
Prepare business activity 
statements for senior 
review 
Prepare performance 
reviews for engagements 
Prepare yearly 
performance 
review 
Respond to client queries 
Endeavor to perform between 5.8-6.2 
hours of chargeable work (depending 
on the monthly target) 
Talk to my clients Either 
over the phone or via email 
Meeting colleagues to 
discuss specific issues 
(e.g DGS tax, NAAS) 
Analyse WIPs and 
propose bills to partners 
Attend Company Growth 
Solutions Summit 
Attend the ‘State of the 
Nation’ address by GM 
Career planning Work at the request of Partners, 
Directors and Seniors 
(particularly for junior members 
of the team) 
Prepare sets of accounts including 
manual/electronic working file for 
senior review 
Meetings with manager and 
senior analyst to discuss 
issues with engagement 
Meetings with Directors 
and partners to discuss 
issues with engagement 
Attendance at client 
meetings 
   Secondment to client site 
Prepare income tax returns including 
manual/electronic working file for 
senior review 
      Client Site visit to collect 
documentation for 
engagement 
Administration tasks – photocopying, 
filing, collating, lodgements etc 
       
Prepare Billing analysis for review 
with Senior and Partner 
       
A
n
a
ly
st
 
Client Invoicing        
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BAS Services Now
Business Advice 
and Analysis
Query and Advice
Review Tax Lodgement
Prepare Tax Lodgement
Review Financial 
Statements
• Client
• Internal Deloitte specialists 
   & team members
• External knowledge sources
Client Provides Statements
Advisor prepares
statements
Electronic File sent in
Hard copies sent in
Using client system
Using client system
Prepared on-site (advisor)
Invoices sent in
On-site secondment
Manage Relationship 
With Tax Office
Partners 
& Directors
Seniors
Juniors
Directors
& Seniors
Seniors
& Juniors
Prepare Financial 
Statements 
Book keeping and 
back office accounts 
Customer preferences & capabilities
Key
Advisor consults with...
XPA
XPA
SOLUTION 6
SOLUTION 6
XPA
BAS Services Future Scenario
Industry Benchmarking
(IQ)
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Review Financial 
Statements
• Client
• Internal Deloitte specialists 
   & team members
• External knowledge sources
Client Provides Statements
Advisor prepares
statements
Electronic File sent in
Hard copies sent in
Using client system
Using client system
Prepared on-site (advisor)
Invoices sent in
On-site secondment
Manage Relationship 
With Tax Office
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back office accounts 
Advisor consults with...
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XPA
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Client’s preferences and 
capabilities drive work flow 
and there is resistance by 
some to change their  
manual practices
The existing support infrastructure 
creates manual workarounds  
and needs to be updated and 
intergrated with the new online 
platform
Oral tradition – not 
putting into writing  
sensitive conversation
Partners are central to the BAS teams’ 
workflow and processes. The online 
service will require them to change 
their current manual practices as well 
as challenge the existing organisational 
revenue model
Back end reporting systems 
and processes are inefficient 
and take up a lot of junior 
analysts time
Analysts perceived online as 
losing human contact – not 
clear what it meant to their 
existing relationships and 
workflow
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“to become a partner you need to 
have a client ledger worth $$.  You 
can then sign off on jobs.  Partners are 
responsible for the growth solutions 
business unit, to making sure we win 
enough work for the period and to 
meet plan” 
 Authorization 
Partners have final sign off on all 
correspondence –reports, invoices, 
advice, queries – mostly this sign off 
is done manually.  
“ Partners like to have things printed 
off… one of the partners I work with 
doesn’t know how to get into the 
system” 
Insights  
Verification of Client’s Legal 
Structure  
 When a new client is engaged 
there are significant processes in 
place to check the legal structure of 
the entity and to build a profile to 
ensure correct statutory rules are 
applied  
“we go to the original documentation 
when we take on a new client to make 
sure the structure and ownership is 
correct….there have been instances 
when ASIC records are wrong 
because someone made an error on 
the submitted form…your manual 
corporate documents are the best 
way.” 
 
Compliance Checks  
There are significant compliance 
and legal processes in place where 
advice given to clients is checked 
by specialist divisions such as audit, 
practice protection, risk etc  
“Part of our learning is determining 
and having those set guidelines 
around which type of work requires 
this review.” 
Workflow, budgeting & Capacity 
These practices are currently 
embedded in diverse technology & 
manual procedures.  Data is 
downloaded to excel to create 
weekly production reports. 
“”we transferred to XPA 18mths ago it does 
a good job of presenting data well but if we 
need to make an adjustment the analyst 
has to export the file into AS2 and advise 
the team that if they are compiling reports 
they need to use data in AS2 
Networks Conflict & relationship 
searches 
This is a strongly networked culture 
with clear formal & informal systems 
to facilitate these searches.  
However these practices are 
fragmented with different 
technology use and manual records 
“we check the CEO’s & CFO’s name in 
the system & check to see if someone 
has a relationship with them – we then 
go down to chat to them- however not 
all partners put their contacts in the 
system…it’s a big company and a long 
process that doesn’t always work” 
Technology platform 
Updates & modification to existing 
systems such as XPA and 
SMARTNET have been delayed/not 
completed & this has created 
fragmented practices & significant 
work-around for both back end and 
front end processes 
“90% of records are on file and 10% 
online…“the purpose of AS2 was to 
scan and contain electronic copies of 
all documents so anyone in the office 
can access records….when we moved 
to XPA this module was not completed 
so our historical records either sit in 
AS2 or individuals outlook account 
which no-one has access to.” 
 
 
 
Hierarchy & Revenue Model 
The establishment of profit centres, 
budgets, client relationships and 
ledgers revolve around Partners 
Flexible Engagement  Teams 
 Partners & directors put together 
engagement teams to work on their 
client’s account.  Capacity drives 
the selection of team members 
which can be made up of people 
from different BAS teams 
Client’s Historical Records  
Historical records of all transactions 
and communication with a client is 
currently a mix of electronic storage 
& manual filing.  These practices 
are diverse  and  fragmented with 
different electronic storage spaces 
used (AS2 or outlook).  In addition 
staff currently perceive maintaining 
totally electronic records as a 
burden.   
“Partners and Directors are 
responsible for the client and for 
quoting on the job. The partner 
owns the client ledger and the 
director or manager is responsible 
for administering the ledger. ” 
 
 
Stories 
“we have always used work plan to record 
activity on our clients jobs, we are still using 
this as  XPA has delayed the release of this 
module.  Also  when we merged with BDO 
we didn’t transfer them to work plan 
thinking that this could be done when XPA 
was ready...the delay means that not all 
client activity is sitting in this database 
when we have to report on budgets and 
progress 
Stories Told Implications 
There are multiple options for 
integrating online into the existing BAS 
unit, some of these have implications 
to the current revenue model which 
will require Partner buy in/dialogue. 
(Design decision driven by revenue 
model selected) 
Moving to online communication & 
signoff will require a significant change 
to partner’s practices and skills. 
How will verification / compliance 
procedures be applied to online 
customers? Will face to face practices 
be kept for initial engagement? 
(Design decisions: will the current 
emailing system be in place or  
will these specialist divisions be 
contacted or/and given access to 
the system and client documents) 
To ensure that the 
potential for efficiencies 
from the online system is 
realized there is a need to 
evaluate and possible 
redesign existing systems 
and processes by 
reviewing how these will 
flow and integrate with 
online in order for 
analysts to complete all 
their tasks.  Specifically: 
• These supporting 
processes, 
infrastructures and 
practices will co-exist 
with the online system.  
They currently create 
labour intensive 
processes and take up 
analyst’s time.  Many of 
these processes have 
manual workarounds 
while some systems 
have limitations or 
awaiting modifications.  
• Online could potentially 
be another database 
that adds to existing 
fragmented practices. 
. 
(Design decision) 
Organizational Practices 
If XPA is storing the wrong amount 
incorrect data will be transferred to 
the data warehouse 
Knowledge management 
There is a hierarchy of who you go 
to, to get advice – you go up the 
chain to solve a problem.  There is 
training, websites, specialist units & 
other resources & tacit knowledge 
“learning by doing, watching & 
understanding simple things. We have a 
very hierarchical tiered structure you know 
what is expected from your role – also 
knowledge is transferred from the person 
above you-this process starts from the 
graduate level” 
Warehousing Data 
The XPA system does not allow 
analysts to make adjustments to 
financial records. 
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Client Preferences & Capabilities 
 drive choice of service level, workflow 
& software use.  This has created 
flexibility & variability in how work 
flows in & is processed 
“what we do for the client is 
determined by a few variables that we 
need to balance; the level of 
experience of the book 
keeper/accountant, the clients own 
preferences…and what they are 
prepared to pay for 
“this client sends me an electronic 
MYOB file for their group tax but a 
hard copy  for each entity… I tried to 
explain to her twice that It would take 
me longer to process the job from 
manual files but she insisted. 
“what I least enjoy is the tedious 
task that can be draining, the 
mundane task of crunching through 
numbers and where there is no 
variety in the work” 
“preparing financial reports & 
lodging taxes is usually the 
responsibility of the junior analyst, 
however they are so overloaded 
with manual process we help out to 
simple process the work…but if we 
prepare statements we don’t review 
them.” 
Financial  Statements 
Processes to produce statements are 
time consuming, and embedded in 
menial and manual processes. The 
online system is targeted to reduce & 
eliminate these. 
Two Way continous dialogue 
Jobs are processed with queries going 
back & forth between client & team 
members with final sign off by 
Partners. This is mediated through 
existing technologies, face to face, 
electronic and hard copy files 
Work  Distribution 
Work is embedded in manual 
practices & Senior Analysts are tied 
down in helping Junior Analysts 
process financial statements. online 
could free up the senior analyst to give 
business advise 
B
A
C
K 
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Stories told 
 
Insights  
Billings, Invoicing & Debtor 
collection 
These practices are currently 
embedded in fragmented technology 
use& manual procedures.  A lot of 
data is exported into excel to analyze, 
make decisions, communicate options 
or to present data.  A lot of junior 
analysts time is spend in completing 
these tasks. 
“we have our own way of recording 
our time on jobs throughout the day 
before we enter it into e-time.  At 
the end of the month the junior 
analyst will run a report which can 
be 20-30 pages log…she will then 
summarize the account by type of 
activity & create a spreadsheet we 
can work off to decide what can be 
billed, rolled over or written off” 
Customer Relationships 
Client Relationships are on multiple 
levels from partner to analyst, from 
bookkeeper to owner.  These facilitate 
contextual knowledge, identification of 
business opportunities & job 
satisfaction.  This is enabled by face to 
face contact & site visits. 
“Queries go back & forth as we 
process accounts.  Often there is a 
delay between asking a question & 
getting a response…it also takes 
some time to re-immerse yourself in 
the account details once you’ve 
received a response. 
Internal Relationships 
Facilitate knowledge sharing, 
problem solving, resource sharing, 
awareness of team members 
availability and job satisfaction 
Annotations 
Pen and paper was used to problem 
solve & work out calculations.  
Annotations were used on 
documents to highlight decisions, 
calculations & supporting 
documentation to assist Reviewers 
Queries 
Emails & spreadsheets are 
developed to manage the queries 
going back & forth to the client & 
between the team 
Client’s Manual Practices 
 Some clients are embedded in 
manual practices and there is 
resistance by some to send in 
electronic files. 
“I enjoy the frequent contact with 
clients its not compulsory but a 
preference…if it’s a trading business 
its important to see how the business 
runs and to be open to opportunities 
for the clients” 
Oral Tradition 
I observed oral briefings around tasks, 
about client history, personalities etc.  
there were also instances where 
analyst were asked not to put 
something in writing as it was too 
sensitive and to simply make a call. 
“I was asked not to send this list of 
queries in an email, there are too 
many sensitive questions and it 
would be best to make a phone call 
to discuss these issues” 
“we do a quick check each morning to 
see where team members are and 
when they are due in…we check 
partners availability to sign off work & 
answer queries…also if juniors have 
down time we offer their help to other 
teams for filing or photocopying” 
“as you prepare statements you need 
to annotate the reports to show the 
reviewer how you came up with the 
calculation or how you redistributed an 
amount or reference a document 
etc…this is not a value add for the 
client but an internal process that 
helps the reviewer although we charge 
our clients for the time this takes.” 
“I log my queries into an excel 
spreadsheet and color code it by who I 
am waiting a response from.  Once 
I’ve got an answer I remove the color 
that way I know when the queries are 
complete & I file this with the account 
records” 
Implications 
 
Design Decisions (how will these 
outcomes be facilitated and 
transferred online) 
Design Decisions (How will this 
‘queries management’ translate to 
the online environment) 
Design Decisions (how will the 
online environment allow for 
annotations and tagging of relevant 
documents 
This goes to the heart of IQ’s objective, 
however these practices are embedded 
in supporting processes, systems and 
relationship that they need to integrate 
with IQ. 
• Junior Analysts also spend 
considerable time running back end 
reporting and these are heavily 
manually orientated.  The back end 
commitments will impact on whether 
Senior’s will be freed to focus on 
business advice 
• While the online environment might 
record and process some of these 
transactions, its integration with 
current systems and processes need 
to be clarified.  For example where 
do analysts record their hours for the 
day if they have clients across both 
systems? Will this only add to 
fragmented practices etc  
 
How will partners manual practices be 
changed or integrated into this 
environment.  Dialogue is needed 
around this. 
Analysts perceive online as loss of 
human contact.  Dialogue is needed 
around these assumptions. 
• What will online mean to 
current BAS practices,  
• will they still be able to visit 
clients onsite,  
• will they still process paper 
based files etc.   
• What part of their work will 
change and how will online 
clients flow in this environment 
 
How will this practice / need translate 
to an online environment? 
Client  
Interface 
To optimize the potential efficiencies 
that the online platform and XBRL 
offers, the project team needs to help 
their clients shift their current manual 
practices. 
 
➩ ➩
Key research insights, stories and implications
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